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Building and Sustaining NRS Data Quality:
A Guide to Program Improvement
Chapter 1. Introduction
Among the goals of the Federal adult education program is promotion of literacy and language learning to enable students to improve the quality of their life, gain employment, and improve access to higher education. Adult education students are typically highly motivated to learn and achieve. They often juggle jobs, family, and difficult personal circumstances to attend classes. While enrolled, all students want to know if they are making progress. All teachers and program managers want to know if their program is working and identify areas where improvements may be needed.
Within this context, the Office of Vocational and Adult Education (OVAE) within the U.S. Department of Education (ED) implemented in 2000 the National Reporting System (NRS), the accountability system for the adult education program. By providing a standardized framework for defining, collecting, and reporting measures, NRS data provide States and local programs with information on their students, their participation, and their outcomes. Not only can these data meet Federal and State reporting requirements, they can provide the information teachers, administrators, and students want to know, such as whether students are staying long enough to make gains, the levels at which students seem to make the most progress, the types of students who are making the most progress or are dropping out, and the outcomes students are achieving.
Promoting the Use of Data for Program Improvement
Many people do not see the NRS in this way. Too often, accountability requirements are just another burden, a bureaucratic requirement that has little connection to the concerns of students and teachers and is removed from the reality of teaching and other program activities. There is a real danger that data collection and reporting can become exactly that—simply a requirement of the State or the “Feds.” The perception of data as a key source of support for program management and improvement efforts and the ability to use data to these ends do not happen automatically. States and local adult education programs must work actively to understand NRS requirements, implement good data collection methods, and have a management information system (MIS) that can provide the timely data needed to support program operation. Furthermore, staff members need ongoing training on ways to use data, and this training must meet their needs and improve student services and outcomes.
Over the 7 years of NRS operations, OVAE has continually supported States’ efforts to understand the NRS, collect quality data, and be informed and proficient users of data through a series of activities and national training seminars on these topics. Through these efforts, along with monitoring and technical assistance, States have successfully implemented the NRS, improved data quality, and now are using data for many purposes. Data quality has improved, and there are now a substantial number of databases within many States and at the national level that provides information about adult education students, services, and outcomes; helps identify successful programs and approaches; and supports adult education funding. Due in part to NRS data, the Federal Office of Management and Budget in 2007 rated adult education an “effective” program, its highest rating; only one other education program has received this rating (see http://www.whitehouse.gov/omb/expectmore/summary/10000180.2006.html).
Despite these successes, the need continues for further education and training on building and sustaining data quality and using data for program improvement. Systems like the NRS are not ends in themselves but processes that require continual attention to maintain, improve, and refine. As circumstances change—different types of students attend, instructional needs change, staff turnover occurs, NRS revises requirements—further staff development, training, and program improvement are needed.
In most States, adult education programs have experienced many changes since 2000 when the NRS was implemented. In more than one‑third of States, the State Director has changed (more than once in several States). In many States, State staff are new, program governance has moved, and new local program providers are new. As a result, there is a renewed need to inform State staff of NRS requirements, data‑quality issues, and the art of using data for program improvement. In addition, continued support of State staff who are more experienced with the NRS is always needed. 
Purposes and Themes of the Guide
This guide helps meet the need for continuous training by providing a basic summary of the NRS and clarifying NRS requirements. The guide also offers a new look at basic issues for NRS veterans and returns to the fundamental concepts—building quality data and using data for program improvement—that were the subject of previous guides.
The guide has two purposes: (1) to inform about the NRS and how to implement it, and (2) to provide a model for States and local staff to promote using data for program improvement. To meet the first purpose, the guide succinctly reviews the NRS and its history, measures, methods, and reporting requirements. Using a question‑and‑answer format, the guide clarifies many of the subtle and more complex implications of implementing the NRS, using topics and questions OVAE and NRS project staff have fielded over the years. The guide then gives a comprehensive discussion of the systems needed to implement the NRS, including a brief discussion of common problems and oversights encountered in working with States.
To promote the second purpose of the guide, a four‑level program‑change model was developed for using data for program improvement. The model defines the levels according to State data use needs, with the lower levels focusing on building and sustaining data quality and the higher levels on management and change for program improvement. A step‑by‑step process for using the model is provided—beginning with a self‑assessment to help identify the level on which to focus efforts to improve both data quality and programs, and continuing through implementation and evaluation of changes.
During the development of this guide, several States and local programs were contacted for examples of their efforts to improve data quality and to use data in their efforts to improve programs and student outcomes. Summaries of these efforts included in the guide bring to life some of the key concepts of the change model and illustrate the challenges and successes States and programs can achieve by focusing on data.
Themes
Throughout, the guide returns to two major themes basic to the approach to building and sustaining data quality for program improvement.
· Quality requires continuous care and feeding. Implementing the NRS is a challenge for most States that requires time, commitment, and resources. Once staff members have an understanding of the NRS, and the basic data collection and reporting systems have been set up, it may feel like the job is done. In reality, however, things never stand still—change is a constant. Students, staff, requirements, and circumstances all vary, so systems need continual monitoring and refinement. Review of data, professional development, and changes to approaches in systems are a continual part of obtaining quality data.
· Program improvement is the goal. Much of this guide provides information and strategies for building and sustaining NRS data quality. The reason for this focus is that one of the goals of collecting NRS data is providing good information that can inform State and local efforts to improve teaching, services, and ultimately student outcomes. With these data, you can have a fuller and more objective understanding of who is attending your programs, the amount of time they are attending, and the educational advancements and other outcomes students are achieving. Staff can make informed decisions about many aspects of program management, and data can spark interest and ideas for making changes and improvements to the program. But to use data for this purpose, you have to be able to trust the data—you have to be confident the data accurately reflect program realities. In other words, data quality is essential as a means to achieve the end result of better adult literacy programs.
What is Data Quality?

In an earlier NRS training, we asked participants what data quality is and why it is important to them. Here are some of the insightful responses.

Data Quality is:

· Fulfilling all requirements in a way that reflects a vision

· Meticulous craftsmanship

· High performance over time

· A mark of excellence

· A “Harley‑Davidson”

· Meeting a standard consistently with pride, respect, and fulfillment

· Care and concern on many levels

· Knowing that you can rely on a product or person to do what it was designed or trained to do 

· “When the tree turns black against the darkening sky”

· Built in from the beginning, not added in as an afterthought

Important because:

· If people don’t trust the data, they won’t believe it 

· Without quality data, we throw funding into jeopardy

· Without it, people will use other sources of information to make their funding decisions
Overview of Guide
Chapters 2 and 3 of this guide summarize basic NRS concepts and requirements and review the fundamentals of the systems needed to collect, maintain, and report NRS data. Chapters 4 and 5 focus on making data‑driven change for program improvement. They describe a model for identifying areas needing change and implementing these changes and illustrate the model with real examples from adult education programs. 
Chapter 2, A Quick Guide to the NRS: A Primer With Questions and Answers, briefly summarizes NRS basic requirements and uses a question‑and‑answer format to clarify some NRS issues that have arisen over the past 7 years. 
Chapter 3, Building Data Quality: Three Essential Systems, describes the three basic systems needed to implement the NRS. All three systems build on each other and are needed to produce quality data. The chapter reviews the requirements of good data collection procedures, including standardizing measures and procedures, staff roles and responsibilities, training needs, and quality control procedures. It also reviews the elements of an effective data system, such as error‑checking abilities, reporting functions, and technical needs, and concludes with a description of three types of monitoring approaches. 
Chapter 4, Building and Sustaining Change for Program Improvement, presents a model for using data to identify areas in need of improvement in data, procedures, or program operations. The chapter also discusses the steps in planning, implementing, and evaluating changes. The chapter uses a “Data Pyramid” model with four levels of increasing complexity of data use. Examples from programs illustrate key concepts.
Chapter 5, Building and Sustaining Change: Data Stories, provides detailed examples of local programs that used data to identify areas that needed improvement, planned and implemented changes to improve these areas, and evaluated the effects of changes. These case studies “tell the story,” using the data‑use pyramid model as a framework, of how local staff used data to build and sustain change. The training materials that accompany this guide include other examples of successful data use by local programs.
This guide is the eighth in a series of guides designed to assist States with implementing the NRS and using NRS data to promote program improvement. The NRS project staff at the American Institutes for Research( developed all of these guides through OVAE‑funded projects that support the NRS. Much of this guide summarizes more detailed content from earlier guides, and readers interested in more information on specific topics should consult the guides on NRS Data Quality, Using NRS Data, Learning To Be an NRS Data Detective, Data Monitoring, Desk Monitoring, Developing Report Cards, and Developing an NRS Data System. Visit the NRS project Web site (http://www.nrsweb.org/pubs/#trainingGuides) to obtain copies of these resources. The Web site also has training materials for this and previous guides.
Chapter 2. A Quick Guide to the NRS:
A Primer With Questions and Answers
The foundation of quality data is a thorough understanding of the basic requirements of the NRS measures and methods. The NRS Implementation Guidelines is the definitive source of this information and is available in text and online versions at http://www.nrsweb.org/. That document, however, well over 100 pages, does not lend it self to quick reading and interpretation for many State or local staff. This chapter meets the need for a succinct summary of the basics of the NRS. After a general overview of the history, measures, methods, and reporting requirements, the authors elaborate on both the main and finer points of the NRS by using a question‑and‑answer format. The questions include actual ones posed by State and local staff to OVAE and NRS project staff over the years.
Overview
The NRS is the State accountability system for the federally funded adult education program. The NRS defines the descriptive, participation, and outcome measures that each State must report on adult education students; specifies the methods States are to use to collect these measures; and establishes reporting procedures. States report NRS data annually to OVAE by using data tables that contain aggregated State totals. The data provide a picture of adult education students that OVAE in turn uses to report about the program to the Congress, other Federal agencies, the States, and the general public. OVAE also uses the data to set State performance levels and incentive awards.
History
The NRS began in the mid‑1990s, a time when the U.S. Congress mandated that all Federal programs and agencies demonstrate the extent to which they meet their legislative goals and have an impact on their client populations. At the State level, State Directors of Adult Education also expressed to OVAE a strong interest in developing a Federal accountability system to demonstrate the purpose and effect of adult education. To this end, the Division of Adult Education and Literacy within OVAE devoted its March 1996 national meeting of State Directors of Adult Education to developing a framework for program accountability. The decisions made at this and subsequent meetings established the blueprint for the NRS. 
The NRS received a legislative mandate in August 1998 with the passage of the Adult Education and Family Literacy Act within the Workforce Investment Act (WIA). WIA established accountability requirements, including that States develop outcome‑based performance standards for adult education programs, as one means of determining program effectiveness. OVAE designed the NRS through two support projects, and the NRS went into effect in July 2000. 
Measures
Outcome measures that are the core of the NRS include educational gain, obtaining a secondary school credential, obtaining employment, retained employment, and entry into postsecondary education or training. These outcomes reflect the goals of the adult education program embodied in WIA: to improve English literacy and language skills necessary for self‑sufficiency, to assist in completion of a secondary school education, and to place students into employment and postsecondary education programs.
Educational Gain
Educational gain within the NRS is defined through advancement of students through 12 educational functioning levels: 4 levels for adult basic education (ABE), 2 levels for adult secondary education (ASE), and 6 levels for English as a second language (ESL). The levels for ABE are beginning literacy, beginning basic education, and low and high intermediate basic education. For ASE, the levels are low and high adult secondary education. Each ABE and ASE level has a description of basic reading, writing, numeracy, and functional and workplace skills that can be expected from a person functioning at that level.

The six ESL levels are beginning literacy, low beginning ESL, high beginning ESL, low and high intermediate ESL, and advanced ESL. The ESL levels describe speaking and listening skills and basic reading, writing, and functional workplace skills that can be expected from a person functioning at that level. The skill descriptors illustrate the types of skills students’ functioning are likely to have when entering that level and are not a complete or comprehensive delineation of all of the skills at that level. Programs measure level completion and advancement by assessing students with a standardized pre‑ and posttest. The Appendix includes a complete listing of the educational functioning levels and descriptors.

Followup Measures

In the NRS, obtaining a secondary school credential, obtaining employment, retained employment, and entry into postsecondary education or training are known as “followup measures,” because programs collect them after the student has exited the program. Followup measures apply only to students who have a goal, set at program intake, of achieving one or more of these outcomes. For example, the entered employment measure applies only to students who have the goal of getting a job, while the receipt of a secondary school credential measure applies only to learners who want to attain this outcome. After the student exits the program, staff must collect information on whether the student achieved the followup outcome, either by a survey or through an electronic data‑matching method.

Other Required Measures
The NRS includes required descriptive measures, which are student demographics, student status in several areas, and goals for attending. These measures allow for a description and understanding of who attends adult education programs and for what reasons. The demographic measures include ethnicity, age, and gender. The status measures include employment status and whether the student has a disability and is on public assistance. The NRS requires collection of student goals for attending the program; this information is used to compute the proportion of students who achieve the followup measures.

Two participation measures—contact hours and program enrollment type—are collected for both descriptive and analytic purposes. These measures record the amount of instruction that students receive and the number of students who attend programs such as correctional programs, family literacy, and workplace literacy. 
Secondary, Optional Measures

The NRS also includes secondary measures, which are optional; States are not required to collect or report them. OVAE does not use them in evaluating State performance. The NRS includes these measures because several States and other stakeholders believed these measures were important to reflect the goals and purposes of adult education. 

Secondary student status measures are low income, displaced homemaker, and single parent status, as well as a measure to identify learning‑disabled adults. The secondary outcome measures are whether the student’s public assistance grant is reduced or eliminated due to employment; measures of citizenship, voting, and community involvement; and family literacy measures, including involvement in children’s literacy activities and education. 
Another optional measure for national reporting is whether a student completed a work‑based project learner activity. Work‑based project learning is a State‑designated program with classes that have a goal of teaching specific workplace‑related literacy skills and have only 12–30 hours of scheduled instruction. 

Methods for Collecting Measures

The NRS has rigorous requirements for administering assessments for the purpose of measuring and reporting educational gain. Likewise, specific methods are required for collecting employment measures and the other followup measures. Program staff collect the demographic, status, and participation measures directly from students at intake and during enrollment.

Assessment
To measure educational gain for NRS reporting, local programs must pre‑ and posttest students, using a standardized assessment approved for this purpose by OVAE. To ensure standardization among local programs, OVAE requires States to have a written State assessment policy that identifies (1) the tests to be used to measure educational gain for both ABE/ASE and ESL students, (2) when pre‑ and posttests are to be administered, and (3) how test scores are to be tied to the NRS educational functioning levels for initial placement and for reporting student advancement across levels. States may select the assessments to be used within the States from among approved assessments and specify pre‑ and posttest times in accordance with test publishers’ requirements. The Appendix includes the OVAE‑approved assessments along with the educational functioning levels and descriptors.

Employment and Followup Measures

The NRS allows two methodologies for collecting followup measures: a local program survey or data matching. States can determine which method or combination of methods to use. Programs collect followup measures only after students have exited the program. An exited student is one who has completed instruction or has not attended for 90 consecutive days and is not scheduled for further instruction.

With the survey method, local programs identify exited students who had one of the followup goals (e.g., obtain employment, pass the General Educational Development (GED) tests) and then contact the person to determine whether he or she achieved this outcome. Programs usually conduct telephone surveys to get this information. Data matching is a procedure performed at the State level by collecting from local programs the individual records of students who exited with the specific followup goals. These records are matched through Social Security numbers (SSNs) with other State databases (e.g., unemployment insurance, GED testing) to determine whether the student achieved the outcome.

Time limits for collecting the two employment measures are tied to calendar quarters after the student exits. Students who had a goal of obtaining a job must be employed in the first calendar quarter after they leave the program to be counted as entering employment. Retained employment is measured in the third calendar quarter after exit by contacting students who had a goal of employment and who obtained a job in the first quarter. The retained employment measure also applies to learners employed at entry who set a goal of improved employment. No time periods are tied to the other followup measures, and they may be collected at any time from exit until the end of the State reporting period. Exhibit 1.1 summarizes the times at which data are to be collected and the student population to which each followup outcome measure applies. 
Exhibit 1–1. Student Population and Collection Time for Followup Measures

	Outcome Measure
	Student Population To Include
	Time Period To Collect Measures

	Entered employment
	Learners unemployed at entry with employment goal
	First quarter after exit quarter

	Retained employment
	Learners unemployed at entry with employment goal who obtain a job during first quarter after exit; and learners employed at entry with a goal of retained or improved employment
	Third quarter after exit quarter

	Placement in postsecondary education or training
	Learners with a goal of entering postsecondary education or other training
	Any time to the end of the reporting period (December 31)

	Receipt of secondary diploma or General Educational Development (GED) 
	Learners with a goal of obtaining a secondary diploma or GED certificate
	Any time to the end of the reporting period (December 31)


Data Systems and Reporting

To meet NRS requirements, local programs must use an individual student record system to enter NRS data. The software for this system should have a relational database structure, whereby information on individual students can be related to other variables in the database and data can be disaggregated and analyzed for specific subgroups. The software also must be capable of aggregating data to produce the required Federal reporting tables, or the data must be in a form that can be imported into other software that produces the Federal tables. The NRS does not require any specific software product or system beyond these requirements.

States report annually all NRS measures to OVAE, using reporting tables that include aggregated student data from local programs. There are 10 required tables and 7 optional tables, reported through an OVAE Web site dedicated for this purpose. Reports are due by December 31 and cover the program period July 1–June 30. States report the employment measures on different time periods, as explained in the NRS Implementation Guidelines. 
NRS Quick Guide: Questions and Answers

This section provides additional information about the NRS, using a question and answer format, organized to clarify requirements for educational gain, followup measures, other measures, and data systems.
Educational Gain

1. Does the NRS require specific assessments or tests?

1. States are required to have their local programs use a standardized assessment, approved by OVAE, for placement of students into NRS educational functioning levels and measuring educational gain. However, States may select the approved assessments most appropriate for their instructional approach. OVAE requires States to submit annually for approval an assessment policy that specifies the assessments local programs are using, pre‑ and posttesting policies, training provided to local test administrators, and other pertinent information.

2. How does OVAE approve tests for use in the NRS?
2. OVAE implemented in 2008 an annual assessment review process whereby test publishers requesting NRS approval submit technical information on the test to OVAE. An independent review panel of assessment experts reviews this information, which includes whether the test was developed to measure literacy and language skills reflected in the educational functioning level descriptors, has parallel alternate forms appropriate for pre‑ and posttesting, and is appropriate for use with adult education students. The review panel makes a recommendation about approval to OVAE, which makes the final decision.
3. Does the NRS require the assessment of students in all of the skills areas described for the educational functioning levels?

3. The NRS educational functioning levels describe skills in reading, writing, speaking and listening, numeracy, functional, and workplace areas. Unless precluded by State policy, local programs should assess students in areas on which instruction will be provided. The NRS does not require that all skills areas be assessed. However, local programs should consult State policy for specific requirements in their States.

4. If assessment reveals that a student is in different educational functioning levels in different skill areas (e.g., lower in math than in reading), at what level should a program place the student?

4. NRS requires that programs place students at the level of the lowest educational function area assessed. Level completion or advancement should also be determined by posttesting at this lowest level. For example, if a student places lower in math than in reading, the student should be placed at the level determined by the math test score, and level completion or advancement is determined by the posttest in math. 
5. Can a State use different or additional educational functioning levels? 
5. To measure educational learning gains, the NRS requires States to report on student entry, completion, and advancement within the educational functioning levels, as determined by NRS‑approved standardized tests. However, States may use additional educational levels, as long as these additional levels can be combined into the NRS levels.

6. Can the successful completion of the official GED test be used to validate level completion of an educational functioning level? 

6. Successful completion of the GED test cannot be used to validate educational gain and subsequent level completion because these tests are credentialing tests, not explicitly tied to NRS levels. However, because the high adult secondary education (ASE) level is not part of the performance system (i.e., States do not submit a performance target for high ASE, and OVAE does not report State or national data on the completion rates of high ASE), students’ completion of high ASE only may be validated by their successful completion of the GED, based on State score requirements for earning the GED credential. The ultimate decision to use successful passage of the GED test to validate completion of the high ASE level is a State decision. 

7. If a State correlates the educational functioning level descriptors to the test objectives of standardized community college entrance exams, such as Compass, Acuplacer, TOEFL, or Asset, can those tests be used to determine initial placement and/or level completion? 

7. No. At a minimum, it must be established that these tests, or any such tests, have been designed to measure educational gain; the content or skills being measured by the tests are consistent with the NRS and appropriate for State use; and the tests have multiple forms that can generate valid pre‑ and posttest comparisons. In addition, the test publishers must cross‑walk the tests to the NRS levels. 

8. In the absence of a posttest score, can another assessment be used to document completion of functioning levels if the learner’s score is high enough? 

8. No. Educational gain is determined by posttesting on a different, but equivalent, form of the same test used for initial placement. Using one test for the pretest and another test for the posttest does not produce a valid measure of educational gain. It is essential to follow standard assessment protocols to ensure valid test results (e.g., the test content is appropriate; there are multiple versions or forms of the test for pre‑ and posttesting; and the pre‑ and posttests are conducted under like conditions). 

Followup Measures
9. Do I have to set followup goals for every student?
9. No. Programs should assign the followup goals related to employment, secondary credential attainment, or entry into postsecondary education and training only to students who want to achieve these outcomes as a result of participating in adult education instruction. Programs should use a goal‑setting process that allows identification of goals for students related to their needs, abilities, and the type of instruction that will be provided. Once any of the followup goals is set, however, programs must follow up with students after they exit the program to determine whether they have achieved the goal. Conversely, if these goals are not set for the student, his or her achievement of the outcomes cannot be counted in the NRS.
10. Why are time periods tied to the employment outcomes?
10. A Federal agency, the Office of Management and Budget, requires programs to use common measure definitions when reporting the same outcomes. NRS uses the same definitions for entered and retained employment as used by workforce programs funded under Title I of the WIA. For NRS reporting, programs measure whether students who enter with a goal of getting a job are employed in the first calendar quarter after they exit that program. For students who are employed at that time, programs must measure retained employment, determined by whether the student is employed two calendar quarters later (third quarter after exit). Title I programs collect additional employment measures, which the NRS does not require. 
11. What if a student with an employment goal gets a job while enrolled? How is that reported?
11. If a student has a goal of employment and gets a job while enrolled, the program can count it as an entered employment outcome, but only after the student exits from the program. Once the student exits, the program must collect retained employment in the third quarter after exit. 
12. What if a student already has a job but has a goal to improve employment? How is that measured?
12. In the NRS, a goal of improved employment is treated the same as retained employment. Programs should set the goal of retained employment for these students and then measure whether the student is employed in the third quarter after exit. If so, the outcome is counted as retained employment.
13. Are there required time periods for collecting the other followup measures of obtaining a secondary credential or entry into postsecondary education?
13. No. Once the student exits, achievement of these outcomes at any time can be collected and reported up to the end of the reporting period—December 31, for the program year in which the student attended. 
14. Is there any way to report followup outcomes for students after the report has been submitted? For example, students may not complete the GED test until after the annual report is submitted on December 31. 

14. Table 13 of the annual performance report was adopted specifically to report core outcomes achieved but not reported in the previous year’s report. Table 13 also allows States to report on core outcomes achieved by students who had not previously established the outcome as a goal. In addition, a State may submit a revision to its annual report at any time. Certain milestones, however, such as confirmation of incentive awards, the report to Congress, and submission of the annual performance report to Congress, once passed, cannot be revisited or changed to reflect revised data submissions. 

15. What if a student with an employment goal does not get a job in the first quarter after exit? Does the program collect information about employment for the employment retention measure? 
15. If a student is not employed in the first quarter after program exit, the retained employment measure is not collected for that student. Only students with an employment goal who are employed in the first post‑exit quarter (and employed students with an improved employment goal, see question 4 above) are included for the retained employment measure. 

Other Measures

16. Why are there optional measures and tables in the NRS?
16. WIA mandated the required NRS measures. However, during the development of the NRS, some stakeholders thought it was important to capture other possible outcomes of participation in adult education. OVAE included these other measures on an optional basis to allow to States to report them and to collect these data. In addition, optional reporting tables allow States to report data for student subpopulations or program areas. Periodically, OVAE evaluates whether to continue using the tables or to make them mandatory on the basis of the usefulness of the information to ED and the State Directors of Adult Education. 
17. What is the difference between work‑based project learners and workplace literacy students in the NRS?
17. Work‑based project learners are enrolled in a State‑designated program that has a goal of achieving specific workplace‑related literacy skills and is limited to 12–30 total instructional hours. Programs do not collect the core outcome measures on students designated as work‑based project learners, and these learners are counted separately in NRS tables. This measure is included in the NRS to allow States and programs to serve learners who have a short‑term learning need without having a detrimental effect on performance of the core outcome measures.
18. Workplace literacy programs are designed to improve the productivity of learners through improvement of basic literacy, ASE skills, and English language skills needed in the workplace. There is no instructional time limit on these programs. Workplace literacy students are counted and treated like all other students in the NRS.
18. Do we have to follow the 12–30‑hour framework for work‑based project learners?
19. Yes, the 12–30‑hour rule, which requires the work‑based project class to have a minimum of 12 hours of instruction and not more than 30 hours, is a basic requirement for the work‑based project learner program and cannot be altered. 

19. Can a State collect other measures and use other categories for measures, such as for race and ethnicity? 

20. Yes, States may have local programs collect and report on any additional measures desired, as long as the required NRS measures are also collected. Additional coding categories for measures (such as for ethnicity) may also be collected, as long as the additional coding categories can be combined into NRS coding categories.

20. What is the definition of “contact or attendance hours”? 

21. Contact or attendance hours, for NRS reporting purposes, are 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. Time spent on assessment can be counted only if the assessment is designed to inform placement decisions, assess progress, or inform instruction. Time used to take the GED test, for example, cannot be counted as instructional activity. 

Data Systems

21. What kind of database does a program need to meet NRS requirements?
22. Local programs must use an individual student record system organized as a relational database. This database must allow disaggregation by subpopulations of students (e.g., by age, race, sex), by program, and by site and must be capable of producing data for the Federal reporting tables. The database must also allow for identification of individual students by goal and exit date for followup.
22. Does the NRS require a specific type of database software?
23. States and local programs may use any software, as long as it meets the requirements listed above (e.g., produces a relational database, can disaggregate data, includes the NRS measures and coding categories, and can produce the Federal reporting tables).
Chapter 3. Building Data Quality: Three Essential Systems
Knowing the NRS requirements on measures and methods is the starting point for building three systems that will allow your program to collect, report, and retrieve NRS data. The Data collection system is the process and procedures through which local program staff members collect intake, assessment, and followup information from students. These data must be stored and organized in a database system so that the data can be a useful source of quality information about programs and students. The information from this system provides the data for the third system, a program monitoring system, through which staff can retrieve information in a form that supports effective evaluation and program improvement efforts. 
Exhibit 3–1 summarizes the elements of the three systems and shows their interrelationship. Each system builds on the other: the data collection process produces the data that are needed, and the database allows storage and retrieval of these data. In turn, the monitoring system depends on the database as a source of information to help program personnel to understand program performance. Because of the interdependence of the three systems, a program’s overall ability to use data for program improvement is only as strong as its weakest point, and programs must nurture and develop each system. This chapter reviews the basic features of the three systems and addresses ways to avoid pitfalls and correct common errors that often hinder the development and successful operation of the systems. 
Exhibit 3–1. Three Systems: Data Collection, Data Base and Monitoring
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Data Collection System: Getting the Data You Need
A data collection system for the NRS is the set of procedures and polices for obtaining information from students in a form that can be entered into the program’s data system. The information is transformed into “data” through this process. A good data collection approach—one that results in quality data—requires the following four features.
23. Standardization. Standardized definitions of data elements, collection procedures, and data collection forms will help ensure the uniformity of the data regardless of who collects it. The NRS requirements set many of these standards, although some variations may occur within States.
24. Staff. It takes the hard work of local program staff to collect data, and staff involved in the process must know their roles and have the responsibility and authority to collect the data. Programs must provide sufficient time for staff members to perform data collection activities.
25. Training. Data collection staff must know what they are supposed to do and why they are doing it, through training on such basics as when to collect information, how to complete forms, how to enter data, and what to do when things go wrong. Quality data collection depends on regular, ongoing staff training, especially in program situations with frequent turnover and job changes.
26. Quality control. Data collection processes need constant attention, oversight, and fine tuning. Both oversight and error checking are required. Staff cannot just set up the process and let it run itself, assuming everything will work out as planned. Inevitably, problems and unforeseen issues will arise; staff may be resistant; new staff will become involved; and requirements and circumstances will change.
The NRS requires four types of data collected at three distinct times, as shown in Exhibit 3–2. The exhibit shows the NRS data elements collected at each time, with a brief summary of the features needed for a quality data collection system. During the intake period, program staff collect demographic and other information about students. The intake process typically also includes pretesting and placement into NRS levels and goal setting, when the student sets NRS‑related and other goals for attending. Standardization is best achieved for goal setting and assessment through State policies, forms, and procedures that conform to NRS guidelines. Successful implementation of data collection also requires staff training on these procedures and is especially critical for staff who administer assessments to ensure valid administration. Regular checking for errors of missing and bad data, through reviews of forms or reports from the program database, provides quality control. 
While a student is enrolled, contact hours and results of progress and posttesting are the NRS data elements that program staff members collect. State assessment policy and staff training are again critical to achieving standard practices. Monitoring, through reports from the database of which test and test form were given and when students were tested, helps achieve quality control.

After students exit the program, NRS data collection focuses on collecting the followup measures for those who had the relevant outcome goals. If your State uses data matching, programs need procedures for collecting and reporting SSNs, student goals, and exit dates. States conducting followup surveys should have standard survey forms and procedures for local programs and training on how to conduct the survey to achieve standardization. Conduct of the survey also requires reports from the program database on students by goal and exit date. 

Exhibit 3–2. Features of a Quality Data Collection Approach
	Collection Time
	Data Element
	Standardization
	Staff and Training
	Quality Control

	At Intake
	Demographics, background information
	NRS definitions and common forms and coding categories
	Intake and data entry staff trained
	Error checks in data system for out of range and invalid data; procedures for getting missing data

	At Intake
	Assessment for NRS placement and pretest
	State NRS assessment policy
	Staff trained on administering assessment
	Error checks in data system for NRS level placement and correct test and form

	At Intake
	Goals
	State goal setting policy
	Staff trained on state approved procedures 
	Review of goals set; data system check for goal‑appropriate conditions 

	During Enrollment
	Assessment for progress and NRS posttesting
	State NRS assessment policy
	Staff trained on administering assessment
	Error checks in data system level for NRS placement and correct test and form; alert for need of posttest after set instructional hours

	During Enrollment
	Contact hours
	State procedures and data collection 
	Teachers and data entry staff trained
	Periodic report for missing, invalid data 

	After Exit
	Entered and retained employment
	Data matching: established procedures for collecting Social Security numbers; Survey: state standard survey form, set time periods for survey
	Intake staff trained on SSN collection and reporting procedures, survey staff trained on survey procedures
	Data system check on missing SSN; report from data system of student by follow‑up goal and exit date


Exhibit 3–2. Features of a Quality Data Collection Approach (continued)
	Collection Time
	Data Element
	Standardization
	Staff and Training
	Quality Control

	After Exit
	Pass GED tests, receive secondary credential
	Data matching: established procedures for collecting Social Security numbers; Survey: state standard survey form, set time periods for survey
	Intake staff trained on SSN collection and reporting procedures, survey staff trained on survey procedures
	Data system check on missing SSN; report from data system of student by follow‑up goal and exit date

	After Exit
	Enter postsecondary education or training
	Data matching: established procedures for collecting Social Security numbers; Survey: state standard survey form, set time periods for survey
	Intake staff trained on SSN collection and reporting procedures, survey staff trained on survey procedures
	Data system check on missing SSN; report from data system of student by follow‑up goal and exit date


Collecting NRS Data
Adult education programs are busy, often chaotic, environments for collecting data. With steady streams of students entering and leaving, insufficient staff time, staff turnover, and often limited resources, data collection may suffer. Procedures are often tedious and may seem less critical to staff than the immediate needs of students and services. Such conditions often produce attitudes, like those listed below, that can cause serious data‑quality problems. To illustrate further issues in data collection, both the reasons for, and ways to resolve, such attitudes are discussed.
I don’t have time to do this—I’m sure someone else will take care of it. It is very easy for local staff to become too busy with work that needs immediate attention and leave data collection for someone else, especially when several other people are involved in the process. However, this attitude can often result in missing or incorrect data. Avoid this attitude by giving staff clear roles and responsibilities in the data collection process. Training on roles and procedures will avoid confusion on who is supposed to perform each activity.
I forgot to ask this; oh well, a little missing data won’t hurt anyone. With seemingly so much information and data collection, it is easy to see why staff might think missing data do not matter. However, lack of complete data often means an incomplete picture of the program, outcomes, and students. Staff training on the importance of data and an effective system for identifying and collecting missing data will minimize this difficulty. Timely “missing data” reports from the program database are essential tools for preventing missing data later.
Who knows what’s supposed to go here? I’ll just guess—that’s close enough. Like missing data, wrong data will ruin data quality and make the data useless as a source of information about the program. Staff training on how to collect and record data correctly, as well as emphasis on its importance, will help deal with this problem. An effective approach is to have regular discussions with staff on problem areas and ways to resolve them. 
We’ve set up the best data collection process. I can just sit back and watch the data flow in! It is difficult to set up a good data collection process—and once you do, it is tempting to think the job is done. It seems that once you have a good trained staff, and standardized procedures and quality control are in place, all will inevitably go well. Unfortunately, it is never that easy. A data collection system is a process not an outcome or endpoint. Like all complex processes, things change and do not always go as planned. Staff change or forget procedures, and unforeseen complications arise. A quality data collection process must be not only well designed but include regular, ongoing oversight, such as review of error reports, input from staff, and training and retraining.
What does it matter? Who pays attention to these data anyway? This attitude is probably the most common, and one that is difficult to address. Staff often see data as removed from “real work,” with little connection to them. Data and reports are for administrators, the State, and the “Feds” and are not seen as valuable to students or staff. This is a dangerous attitude, because the attitude of staff toward data collection is critical. If staff believe data are not valuable, poor data collection procedures result. Thus, a dynamic relationship exists between using data and data quality. Exhibit 3–3 shows the relationship between bad attitudes about data and bad data collection. 
An effective way to build staff appreciation for data is to show how data can be used and to provide them with timely access to data reports to help them better understand the program, their classes, and their students. When staff believe that data are valuable, they will take more care in data collection and produce higher quality data.
Exhibit 3–3. Data Attitudes and Data Quality
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Summary. The collection of quality data requires that staff know their roles, have clear responsibilities in data collection, and receive ongoing training on data collection procedures. Quality data collection also requires standardization: clear definitions of measures and uniform data collection forms. Staff must also frequently monitor data collection and review data for errors and missing or inaccurate data. Effective error checking requires timely data entry and access to the program’s database.
Database System: Storing and Retrieving Your Data
An electronic database to store, organize, and retrieve your data is essential not only to meeting NRS requirements but to any efforts to use data for program improvement. An effective data system helps maintain high‑quality data by guiding data collection, facilitating data entry, and automating reporting. Only a relational database with data at the individual student level will allow programs to achieve these aims. The system also should be designed to allow data to be disaggregated to the site or classroom level and to produce required NRS tables and other basic reports useful to program staff for program management. 
Six factors critical to the success of a data system are discussed below. Experience in supporting efforts to develop data systems suggests that States and programs that address these factors are more effective in reporting and in using data in their program improvement efforts.
Reporting Requirements
When beginning to design a data system, staff often begin by listing the data elements required to go into the system and thinking about data entry. Although these are critical considerations, it is more effective to begin by thinking about the reports and information you want to get out of your data system. Although reports are often developed later during the process of creating a data system, they provide great insights for determining the needed capabilities and data elements of an NRS data system. Reporting requirements determine which data must be collected, the frequency of collection, and the level of detail. For example, because NRS Table 1 presents students by age and functioning level, your State’s data system must include these types of measures. Because NRS rules specify that only students with 12 contact hours are reported, data systems must also track contact hours. Thus, considering this table alone suggests the need for at least three data elements. 
Thinking about reporting requirements will suggest the need for timely data. Reports provide snapshots of data as of a particular date (e.g., June 30), but staff collect data continuously. To assure the accuracy of reports generated in December for a program year that ends in June, for example, data systems must be capable of tracking when contact hours and changes in functioning level actually occurred. The implications of this need are that the database system must allow for real‑time reporting and retrieval of data for specific time periods.
At the very least, data systems must be capable of generating standard NRS tables for Federal reporting. In addition, each State may consider developing reports to provide insights into operational effectiveness, local outcomes, and student demographics. The outputs of a system that maintains excellent quality data offer a trove of information that can be used for delivering better services. The Monitoring System section of this chapter discusses further reporting needs.
Range of Data
Before developing or purchasing an NRS data system, you must be sure that it is capable of collecting the right types of information. As indicated above, reporting requirements determine which data elements must be collected. To make sure your system developer or vendor knows which data elements are needed, put together a list that includes the information from anticipated reports and operational needs. 
At a minimum, for NRS tables, you will need to collect the following data:
· Demographics, such as date of birth, ethnicity, gender;
· Identifying information, such as name and contact information;
· Educational information—specifically goals, test scores, contact hours, separation dates, and achievements; and
· Staff information and roles.
By carefully considering the reports needed, you will identify other data elements you will need to include in the data system.
Quality of Data
Data systems can help enforce your State’s business rules and provide tools to help ensure data quality. Data checks and data alerts that match your State’s policies and procedures will aid staff in entering data correctly and will avoid manual, labor‑intensive efforts in correcting and validating data. 
Data‑entry checks prevent staff from entering incorrect data or skipping data fields. For example, systems may have checks for student age by requiring staff to enter date of birth and having the computer generate age. Similarly, the system can automatically compute educational functioning level from test scores, rather than have program staff calculate the level. 
Alerts and reports serve as reminders to staff to perform critical activities at the right times. For example, the system can automatically generate alerts to posttest when the student has attended the required number of instructional hours. Reports that identify both operational and data‑quality issues are vital tools and should be built into data systems. 
Data checks essential to a well‑functioning data system include:
· Entry of valid date of birth for student;
· Validation of contact hours with available instructional hours;
· Correct assessment instrument used for student and functioning level;
· Enrollment in class consistent with goals and functioning level;
· Duplicate enrollment; and
· Automatic leveling, given assessment scores.
Essential alerts or reports that will help to ensure complete data include:
· Reminders that it is time to administer the posttest assessment;
· Followup reminders for employment and other post‑exit goals for conducting the survey or for data matching; and
· Reminders to update contact hours on a timely basis.
Granularity of Data
The level of detail, or granularity, of available data allows for disaggregation from the program or site, classroom, and student level. More granular information is desirable—and for some analyses essential—to understand your program and to use data for program management and improvement. Disaggregated data offer greater opportunities to analyze trends and to generate accurate NRS tables. Detailed values also help identify and reduce the effect of “bad” data entries. 
For example, by providing for the entry of contact hours on a weekly or monthly basis rather than an aggregate count, it becomes possible to report student achievements or functioning levels at a certain number of hours. Systems that provide for updates only of the aggregate number of hours per student run a far greater risk of error due to errors in arithmetic or in keying of data. The same principle applies to the entry of test scores, enrollment, achievements, and so on. With disaggregated data, program managers can examine educational achievements by individual sites, by classes, and by specific educational functioning levels. Detailed data are also vital for reporting contact hours, advancement, and achievement as of particular dates—necessary for continuing to collect data while generating historical reports for NRS reporting.
Privacy, Security, and Data Integrity
To ensure data integrity and personal privacy, measures should be taken to prevent data loss or corruption. Data integrity, as well as secure access, can be facilitated through the use of a robust, relational database system such as Microsoft SQL Server, Oracle, or an open source platform like MySQL or Postgre SQL. Because data can be lost at any point of failure from entry through storage and reporting, best practice stresses the importance of password‑protection of data sources and sensitive data system functions, encrypting data transmissions over the Internet using SSL technology, and providing physical security. For example, by locking up backups, you help to ensure that data are not misplaced or misused. Furthermore, although it makes sense to maintain detail‑level data for flexibility, good security practices favor aggregate reporting to external audiences, whenever feasible, to protect student privacy.
Interoperability
For tracking of achievements and for advanced reporting, it can be useful to create connections between the NRS data system and other State data systems—a function known as interoperability. Interoperability between systems may include ad hoc techniques, such as data importing, or more coordinated approaches. The need for this intersystem coordination depends on the frequency and nature of functions that are integrated. For data matching between adult education records and GED records, a simple data export from the NRS system may be all that is needed to provide a simple and effective connection between systems. For more frequent needs or reports that use data from multiple systems—for example, to report employment measures using data matching—there may be value in creating tighter connections between systems. These solutions, while more convenient for system users, often require greater coordination between managers and technical teams for the NRS data system and other State data systems.
Oversights and Errors in Data System Planning
The overall quality of data and reports that can be generated from an NRS data system requires thoughtful planning and execution. States that are building their own data systems must address the range of data content, management, security, reliability, privacy, reporting, and infrastructure‑related issues. Those States that procure an already developed system from a vendor will need to focus intently upon how well each vendor’s offerings align with their data needs, business rules, organizational technology standards, expertise, and needs for customization. Below we address some of the most frequent oversights and errors in system development that NRS staff have encountered over several years of assisting States and vendors in developing NRS data systems.
Insufficient attention to reporting needs. Because this is the most common error in system development, we emphasize again the importance of considering the reports as the starting point of system planning. Very often, State and program staff think of information they need, only to be dismayed when they discover the system is incapable of providing the information or that the needed data elements are not even in the data system. By thoughtfully delineating all of the reports you will need, many system features—data elements, granularity, interoperability—also become clear. 
Not considering ongoing training and support needs. Implementing and continued use of your data systems requires training of local and State staff. Frequent and ongoing in‑service training is needed due to staff turnover and other changes. Although training is costly, degradation of data quality occurs when staff are not familiar with data entry and information system operations. Staff may also avoid data entry—never anyone’s favorite task—thus resulting in a lack of timely, quality data. New staff may not even know how to enter data. This problem results in high costs for program monitoring and remediation. It is easy to become caught up in your systems’ design and technology without considering the ongoing training and support needs that will be required to make it usable. 
Insufficient attention to usability. Usability refers to how easy and intuitive the system is to use. Usability is related to the need for ongoing training and support just discussed above. A more usable system requires less training and support, and staff often can figure out from the system what to do and can resolve issues as they occur. Conversely, systems that are hard to use require more training of users and result in higher training costs. Lower quality data may result from poor usability, because entering good data is more cumbersome in these systems, and there is often less compliance with State policies because it is too hard to use the data system. 
Not creating a test plan with realistic operational scenarios. Because system development is often rushed, States may not test the system adequately or consult with users of the system. Having a pilot test with key users of the system—staff from the largest local programs, for example—will help avoid problems with usability and identify training needs. A well‑thought‑out test plan with real life scenarios will help assess how the system will perform in real‑life situations. The test plan should describe the steps and procedures the pilot testers are to follow to ensure that all features of the system are evaluated. Staff may also be encouraged to try different features on their own in real situations to test operations. If done early enough in the development process, the test plan will identify issues that developers can resolve before the system goes “live” and is fully operational. 
Not leveraging your State’s existing technology infrastructure. It is often advisable or required when developing your data system to work with your department’s information technology (IT) group. Your IT department can help address technical needs that go beyond functional characteristics or reporting requirements. Your State may also have an infrastructure in place that frees you of costly solutions for Internet connectivity, hosting, and managing your NRS data system. The State or your program’s IT department may also have standards or preferences for the types of platforms upon which your data system is built. By leveraging your department’s IT capabilities, you can benefit from the experience and expertise of technology professionals that contribute not only to data quality but to reliability and cost containment.
Monitoring System: Understanding Program Performance
The data that local programs collect and store in the State database can provide invaluable information on contact hours, student characteristics, and student outcomes. You can use this information to meet NRS and other reporting requirements and to help you understand program performance and how local procedures affect performance. To do this efficiently, however, you need a system for program monitoring. Depending on the scope of your monitoring approach, the data collected for monitoring will allow evaluation of programs by their outcomes and also ensure that programs are meeting grant requirements, following required procedures and policies, and providing quality services. A program monitoring system also serves as the basis for program improvement efforts, as discussed in the next chapter.
Measures for Monitoring
The NRS database is the primary source of data that inform program monitoring efforts. A complete and versatile database can indeed tell a great deal about programs and students and meet a wide range of monitoring functions. However, the database contains only quantitative measures and, depending on your needs, may not inform you of all you need to know to do effective monitoring. Three types of measures are needed for an effective program monitoring: outcome measures, data process measures, and program process measures. A program monitoring system may include some or all of these measures.
· Outcome measures reflect what students are achieving as a result of their participation and include the NRS outcome measures of educational gain; the followup measures of receipt of a secondary credential, entry into postsecondary education, and entered and retained employment; and State‑specific measures. Because all programs collect these measures, programs are familiar with them and are accustomed to using and reporting them.
· Data process measures are indicators of the procedures programs use to collect outcome and other measures. These measures allow you to gauge how well programs are collecting data and whether they are adhering to policies and procedures that will result in quality data. For example, process measures that inform you about program assessment procedures could include what test and test forms programs are administering and whether tests are administered at the correct time. Measures of goal setting might include an indicator of when goals were set and the number of goals set by outcome. Measures of followup procedures might include: when students are contacted after exiting, response rates for surveys or percentage with valid SSNs for data matching. 
· Program process measures include the procedures, processes, policies, and services the program performs. These measures provide indicators of the services that programs provide and how the program works to affect outcomes. Program process measures indicate what actually goes on in the program to produce outcomes and include recruitment and retention policies and procedures, the curriculum and instruction offered, and qualifications and professional development of staff.
Exhibit 3–4 summarizes the types of measures and their interrelationship. Outcome measures report on student performance and reflect the ultimate goals of adult education: teaching literacy skills and helping students achieve their educational goals. Data process measures are not direct measures of data collection activities but provide indicators of the procedures that programs follow to collect data. Likewise, program process measures are indicators of the program activities that are the basis of an adult education program and that affect student performance, such as recruitment, instruction, and professional development. 
Exhibit 3–4. Types of Measures for Program Monitoring

[image: image3.png]1. Program Pr M r
ogra ocess Neasures 2. Data Process Measures

» Recruitment and Enrollment

. » Assessment Procedures
* Retention and Attendance » Goal Setting and Orientation
* Professional Development and Staff 9

. . * Follow-Up Procedures
» Curriculum and Instruction P

N
3. Outcome Measures

+ Educational Gain

» Secondary Credential

» Entry Into Postsecondary Education
» Entered and Retained Employment
+ Additional State Measures

J





Methods for Collecting Data for Monitoring
The best approaches to program monitoring include a mix of these measures to enable understanding of local program operation and outcomes and to guide program improvement efforts. Which measures to include and methods to use depend on State priorities and resources. Clearly, however, no one approach to data collection will produce the wide mix of qualitative, quantitative, process, and outcome measures needed for a complete monitoring system. 
There are three main ways to collect these data, each with different costs and level of effort. The three methods also vary in the type of information they can provide. 
Desk reviews. In a desk review, State staff review existing, readily available documents that describe local program services and performance. These documents include grant proposals, budgets, progress reports, program improvement plans, and expense reports. Basic data on number of students served, contact hours, average daily attendance, and NRS data reports that programs often submit with their progress reports also are sources of data for desk reviews. State staff can obtain additional information from programs through followup phone calls and e‑mails.
Desk reviews are a simple, inexpensive way to obtain basic information about programs. There is little additional cost to data collection because States already have the documents. The drawbacks to the approach are that what is collected is limited, the data may be outdated, and there is no way to verify independently the validity or accuracy of much of the information.
Onsite monitoring. Every State and program is familiar with onsite reviews, in which State staff and evaluators visit programs to review activities and performance. The monitoring visit includes interviews with administrators, teachers, other program staff, and sometimes with staff from partner agencies. Monitors also often talk with students, observe classes and other program functions, and review student records and files to verify the accuracy of data.
Data from onsite monitoring is often very rich and personal interaction with teachers, students, and staff can also provide monitors with a great deal of insight about local programs that no other data collection method can provide. This approach is most suited for collecting program‑process measures, such as type of curriculum and instruction, assessment procedures, and goal‑setting approaches. The high cost, however, is the chief drawback of this activity. Travel costs, staff time out of the office, and number of local programs within a State often mean that staff can visit programs only annually or less often.
Desk monitoring. Desk monitoring is a new approach to monitoring that is becoming more widely used in adult education. With this monitoring method, State staff review and evaluate local program performance by using a specialized set of reports from the State NRS data system and additional quantitative measures from other sources. Three steps are used to establish a desk monitoring system:
1. Decide on measures to include for monitoring that are tied to State priorities and that accurately reflect local performance. For example, to focus on education gain, student persistence, and increasing the number of GEDs awarded, the desk monitoring system would include these measures as a basis for local evaluation.
2. Set evaluative standards or other benchmarks that define good performance. Standards are the basis on which local programs will be judged and could include State benchmarks for each measure, a State average, or a standard based on the program’s past performance. 
3. Develop a summative rubric that characterizes overall program performance. The rubric is a way to combine the program standing on individual measures to provide an overall rating of effectiveness (e.g., exceptional, adequate, needs improvement). 
States already conduct onsite monitoring and have access to NRS data and documents available for desk monitoring and desk reviews. Consequently, developing a monitoring system often entails little new data collection but requires good organization and integration of data in a form that is accessible and useful to inform program improvement. 

Although it takes effort to set up a desk monitoring system, once the system is established this method offers an inexpensive and effective way to monitor program performance. Desk monitoring uses quantitative data, most of which programs already collect for the NRS. These data permit comparison of program data across years and according to performance standards. The method provides a standard, transparent way to evaluate local programs. The NRS guide, Desk Monitoring: Improving Program Performance, describes in detail how to develop and use desk monitoring and compares the approach to other monitoring methods. 
Monitoring Reports 
Regardless of the approach taken to monitoring, effective oversight and evaluation require that State and local program staff have access to data reports matched to your State’s goals and needs. The NRS database will usually be the best source of these data and, as discussed above, building in these reporting requirements is the first step in designing and planning your program’s data system. 
Reporting needs vary greatly by State, according to data use needs and the type of monitoring performed. In addition, reporting abilities are dependent on the ability of your database to produce them, the funds you have available to program these reports into your data system, and the staff resources you have for reviewing and following up on reports with local programs. With this in mind, three levels of reports, differing by complexity and function that are essential to program monitoring, are described below. 
Descriptive reports. These most basic reports are the bare minimum that programs need to enable local staff to retrieve information about students from the data system. Descriptive reports are usually simple lists or tables to allow staff to identify students and manage basic data collection functions, including attendance, pre‑ and posttesting, and goal setting. For example, class lists give teachers the names and contact information about their students. Attendance lists simplify collection of contact hours, and pre‑posttest reports give staff lists of students who are nearing posttesting time. Exhibit 3–5 provides a list of essential basic descriptive reports. 
Exhibit 3–5. Basic Descriptive Reports

	Report
	Purpose

	Class lists
	Provides basic contact information for use by teachers

	Student profile report
	Enables program staff to review individual student needs, goals, and achievements

	Program profile
	Enables states to review demographic snapshots of each program, which are useful for planning and understanding data trends

	Attendance report (by class)
	Enables teachers to monitor student attendance for their classes

	Student goals and achievements
	Provides detailed student information for conducting follow‑up surveys

	Student posttest planning report
	Provides list of students who are nearing posttesting time, based on contact hours


Management reports. Management reports allow State and local directors to monitor whether programs are providing appropriate services, meeting student needs, and collecting data according to State policies. These reports break down data by individual program for State staff; the reports may also be useful in large, multisite programs by enabling program directors to compare differences across sites, or even across classes, and teachers within sites. Alternatively, these reports can enable comparison of program data with statistical standards or requirements, such as outcome‑based performance standards (e.g., number of students who pass the GED tests) or grant requirements for serving students and providing instructional hours. 
Differences identified among programs and deviations from State requirements may suggest technical assistance needs, improvements needed in policy compliance, or areas where improvement in data quality is needed. For example, comparing programs on the basis of the percentage of students who are posttested by the students’ contact hours will reveal whether programs are posttesting at appropriate times.
Reports for evaluation and program improvement. This type of report includes comparisons of performance or descriptive measures among programs, sites, or classes for the purposes of identifying and evaluating program improvement. Like management reports, these reports require a basis for comparison among programs or according to a State standard or requirement. These reports also can include comparisons of trends over time within the same programs.
While program improvement reports are very similar to management reports, they differ in their use. Staff will examine management reports on a regularly basis (monthly or quarterly, for example) to check on compliance to policy or data quality. Reports for program improvement are used to help identify or evaluate change efforts or to identify the need for such efforts. Staff obtain these reports on an as‑needed basis for a specific purpose, not usually as a part of a regular monitoring.
Exhibit 3–6 shows examples of management and program improvement reports. The first table in the exhibit shows three programs’ completion rates for beginning and low‑intermediate ABE and includes the State performance standard and averages for those levels. Program 1 is below State averages for the levels but slightly exceeds performance standards, while Program 3 has poor performance compared to these benchmarks. Program 2 is doing well, but note that it serves few students at these levels. Such differences could be due to the type of students served, placement and assessment procedures, types of classes offered, or poor instruction. This type of report identifies programs that perform well or poorly and serves as a starting point for program‑improvement efforts. 
The second chart shows a program’s followup goals set for students compared to the State average. The program is above average in setting employment‑related goals but considerably below the State average for setting goals of obtaining a secondary diploma and entry into postsecondary education. This report may prompt staff to identify the reasons for these differences by further examining data and reviewing goal‑setting procedures.
To identify whether program improvement efforts are needed in goal setting, staff could examine trends over time, like the last chart in the exhibit, which shows goals set over 3 years. The percentage of students setting the goal of entering postsecondary education has increased over the 3 years. However, the goal of entering employment dropped from 35 percent to 23 percent, and the goal of obtaining a GED/secondary diploma dropped from 35 percent to 25 percent over the same period. Retaining employment fluctuated slightly over the 3‑year period. Although these changes may reflect normal fluctuations, they may also reflect problems with goal‑setting procedures that require changes in policy or staff development. 
Exhibit 3–6. Sample Reports for Monitoring Management and Program Improvement

A. Management Reports

1. Completion Rates for Beginning and Low‑Intermediate Adult Basic Education by Program,
Performance Standard and State Average
	
	Beginning ABE Performance Standard
	Beginning ABE Percent Completed
	Beginning ABE Number Enrolled
	Low Intermediate ABE Performance Standard
	Low Intermediate ABE Percent Completed
	Low Intermediate ABE Number Enrolled

	State Average
	20%
	28%
	5,442
	25%
	32%
	6,055

	Program 1
	20%
	21%
	591
	25%
	27%
	450

	Program 2
	20%
	49%
	61
	25%
	50%
	70

	Program 3
	20%
	14%
	365
	25%
	18%
	225


2. Comparison of Program to State Average for Goal Setting
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B. Report Chart for Program Improvement
3. Goal Setting Over Time
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This chapter began by noting that the three systems depend on each other to produce quality data. Good data collection processes and an effective data system are required for effective monitoring. With these systems in place, State and local programs are ready to begin using data to identify needed changes to promote program improvement efforts. The next chapter provides a model and suggested approaches to using data to build and sustain program quality.
Chapter 4. Building and Sustaining Change for Program Improvement
Knowledge of NRS requirements and implementation of NRS policies and procedures through a well‑functioning data collection system are the basis for quality data. With a well‑designed data system that supports error‑free data entry and reporting capabilities for multiple levels of monitoring, your State will have the information to inform efforts to improve programs and help students learn. This chapter discusses ways to evaluate program effectiveness by using data through comparisons of past performance, State standards, and measures of student success. With high‑quality data and attention to program improvement, you have an opportunity to make changes and create strategic innovations in a variety of ways while evaluating the effect of your efforts. 
The Data Use Pyramid
Data can help you identify needed improvements and stimulate ideas for changes to address these needs. Once changes are made, data can provide information to monitor their impact and help you to sustain change. The Data Use Pyramid in Exhibit 4–1 shows four levels in the process of change for program improvement, from base to top: 
1. Improve Data Quality: Data Systems and Error Checks;
2. Improve Data Quality: Policies and Procedures;
3. Manage Performance; and
4. Innovate and Evaluate. 
The four levels represent increasing complexity and sophistication in the data use‑change process. 
Exhibit 4–1. Using Data To Build and Sustain Change: The Data Use Pyramid
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The bottom two levels directly address improving data quality. At these levels, you may be interested in implementing or reinventing policies, procedures, and data systems, or you may want to maintain the systems you already have. As in all complex processes, circumstances change, and things do not always go as planned. Staff turnover occurs, for example, and unforeseen complications arise. Maintenance of quality data collection processes must include regular, ongoing oversight, such as review of error reports, input from staff, and training and retraining.
Quality data are used to manage programs and implement new and innovative changes in other areas of your program. The top two levels of the pyramid represent these levels of data use, because high‑quality data are a prerequisite to identifying and understanding the need for programmatic change. In other words, you have to trust your data to be able to use them. 
The pyramid also reflects a 4‑year timeline for moving through the four levels, with 2 years allocated for the first two levels, focusing on data quality, and 2 years for implementing management changes and programmatic innovations. Although this timeframe is only a general estimate, we include it to emphasize that development of quality data, use of data to manage programs and identify areas for improvement, and the implementation and then reevaluation of these changes with data, take time. Program‑improvement efforts entail ongoing attention and commitment. 
Although presented as discrete levels, the stages of continuous improvement informed by data are a continuous process. Program improvement efforts can focus on more than one level of the Pyramid simultaneously. For example, you may still be working on data‑quality issues for collecting and reporting followup measures while developing innovative practices to improve assessment and educational gain.
Using the Pyramid: A Four‑Step Process

Exhibit 4–2 describes a four‑step process that will help you develop a plan to address a goal that falls within one of the levels of the Data Use Pyramid model. These steps will guide you through the process of making data‑based change and help you think about how to sustain effective data‑use practices. The first step is to assess where your State or program is on the Data Use Pyramid by considering questions about your data. These questions will help you think about which aspects of your data system are working and the kinds of goals you can set to resolve the data issues or to sustain effective practices. The second step explains how to identify a goal and outcomes or indicators to measure whether you have met your goal. The third step requires you to create a plan to reach your goal and in the fourth step, you will implement your strategy while considering how to evaluate your efforts. As long as you continue to engage in data use for program improvement, you will cycle through these steps on a regular basis.

Step 1: Examine Your Data To Assess Where You Are

The first step in determining what changes to make is to assess where you are and which level of the Data Use Pyramid you want to address. For example, is your data quality where you want it to be? Do you want to focus on improving data policies, on program management, or on making a systematic change to improve student outcomes and performance?

Exhibit 4–2. Steps to Build and Sustain Change: A Continuous Improvement Process for Using Data
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Level 1 Assessment: Improve Data Quality: Data Systems and Error Checks
Do you trust your data?
The first level of the Data Use Pyramid asks you to consider whether you collect data accurately and reliably. Ask yourself the following questions. If you answer “Yes” to any of these questions, you may want to consider setting a goal at the data systems and error checks level.
· Do you have a new (less than 2 years old) data system or data collection requirements? 
· Do you have more than 25 percent new data providers or managers? 
· Do you have highly variable data (more than 10 percent swings each year)?
· Do you have a high frequency (greater than 5 percent) of errors in your data?
· Do you distrust the data?
· Do your data providers report that they distrust the data?
· Do your stakeholders distrust the data?
Even if you are currently comfortable with your data collection system, it is important to consider whether you anticipate any problems in maintaining the integrity of that system. For example, do you anticipate staff turnover among those responsible for data entry in some of your programs? Will you be getting a new data system? Or do you expect some programs may not have sufficient funding for staffing to have someone to coordinate data collection and data entry?
Level 2 Assessment: Improve Data Quality: Policies and Procedures
Do you have policies and procedures that work and are in compliance with NRS requirements?
The second level of the Data Use Pyramid addresses policies and procedures: Are you in compliance with NRS requirements that facilitate the correct use and interpretation of the data? For instance, a program may use an incorrect assessment to measure educational gain. 
If you answer “No” to any of the following questions, you may want to consider setting a goal at this level: 
· Do your programs meet the State standards or standards set by individual programs?
· Do your programs consistently comply with NRS procedures, for example in how followup surveys are conducted?
· Are your programs consistently implementing policies?
· Are your program staff receiving adequate training in policies and procedures? 
· Are your site visits adequate for monitoring or compliance checks?
· Do your programs have access to data reports with program and/or State data? 
For the programs that are currently in compliance with NRS requirements and are correctly using and interpreting the data, it is important to determine whether any problems in maintaining these effective procedures are anticipated. For example, as the goal‑setting policy and procedures are clarified, will those programs receive sufficient training to better understand the policy and adjust their procedures appropriately?
Improving Data Quality

In the Bakersfield Adult School in California, the director and data system administrator have promoted data quality through catching data errors and improving data collection and reporting.

“Persistence remains a challenge, and we realized that many of the hourly staff were not as committed to the job, so we made changes to hire full‑time contractors. We also changed teacher qualification requirements to reflect skills specific to the adult education population. And we have moved teachers into classes where they fit best and showed them the results of their students through reports on persistence and benchmarks. With these changes, we have been able to create a culture of data collection and use that has led to increased persistence and improved benchmarks.

Importantly, we explain that test scores are not used to evaluate their teaching. We don’t penalize teachers if there are no learning gains, but rather for not submitting data or following guidelines. We look at: Did you posttest the student? Are you tracking student absences? Are you missing data? Which data? Why? Teachers can use data to enhance instruction, and the teachers are excited.”
Level 3 Assessment: Manage Performance 
Do you use data to manage and improve your programs?
Performance management means looking at performance measures on a regular, ongoing basis and using the information gleaned to improve program performance. The more data access provided to staff at the program and classroom level, and the better trained they are in using the data, the more likely they will be to use the data to understand and improve their program’s performance. Managing performance moves beyond compliance to actually use of the data to affect change. Often, this process involves drilling data down to the local or classroom level. Program staff, teachers, and students with access to data may contribute to a program’s performance.
An answer of “No” to any of the following questions may indicate you should set a goal at this level:
· Do your program managers use the data more than once per year?
· Do program mangers share the data with staff and make sure they understand it?
· Do programs look at data over multiple program years?
· Do you have a culture of data use within your programs?
· Do you use data to determine your professional development needs?
If you identify a goal in this area, then you will also want to consider any changes that may assist (or prevent) local staff in sustaining their performance. How can you assist them in maintaining their efforts? A goal of sustaining efforts at this level may entail support for continued or additional professional development, staffing, programmatic changes, and a focus on streamlining processes for greater efficiency. Performance management will be most successful if the local staff (administrators and teachers) have direct access to data through reports or access to the Web‑based MIS to increase their data use and analysis. Local staff are thus empowered to create and sustain change based on data that reflect their program, classes, and student achievement.
Using Data for Program Management

Tennessee State Adult Education agency:

“We have a real‑time data system—the enhanced‑Case Management Activity Tracking System (eCMATS)—that allows our local program and their designees (data staff and teachers) to review data reports. There are 17 management reports, and we provide training for local staff to look at data ranging from simple attendance reports to more complex reports to help identify who needs to take a test.

The data drills down to the teacher level. Some teachers have created a ‘friendly competition’ by posting the data results outside their doors to show others how well they are doing. Not only can teachers print out reports, they can also share these data with students, who can then mark their own growth and post that information for themselves. This serves as a great motivator.”
Level 4 Assessment: Innovate and Evaluate
Do you use data for strategic planning and evaluation of impact?
At the top level of the Data Use Pyramid, you can use data to find ways to operate more efficiently and effectively. For example, teachers may use data to improve retention, instruction, or followup, while program administrators may use data to determine how to serve larger numbers of students, and State staff may use data to increase funding, project future program needs, or evaluate policies and procedures. Programs that are particularly successful at this level may serve as models for the rest of the State.
Consider the following questions to determine whether to set a goal at this level:
· Is there a new policy you wish to implement and evaluate?
· Is there an innovative practice you wish to implement and evaluate?
· Is the benefit worth the State investment in a program?
· What are the demographic changes within the State and regions, and how will they affect services and resources?
· Are there impending budget cuts or changes in resource allocations that will lead to the need for more efficiency in services with fewer staff?

Considerations for Assessing Your Level: Resources and Limitations
As you conduct this self‑assessment to identify a level on which to focus change, you will also have to consider your resources and other limitations to set a realistic plan. One of the greatest limits to data‑based change is a lack of access to quality data. Your data systems must be able to provide data in a timely fashion to address time‑sensitive issues, to disaggregate data at different levels (e.g., program, classroom, and student levels), and to report data over time to examine trends. 
Another common issue, particularly for small States, is a lack of adequate staffing in the State office to focus on improvement efforts. With a staff of only one or two staff members, the ability to monitor data and to implement and evaluate change is limited. The use of electronic tools, such as desk monitoring will help, along with other forms of media and free Internet resources (such as NRS professional development tools and guides on the NRSWeb site). Small States can also employ strategies to empower local programs to take on greater responsibility for implementing a change, including asking programs performing at higher levels to mentor and assist programs performing at poorer levels. Funding and other resources may also be available from State partnering agencies. In addition, it may be feasible to send selected staff and local program administrators to conferences, which often provide a rich array of research and materials, with the goal of sharing that information through regional and local training and meetings.
Using Data To Increase Funding

Limited funding is a perennial problem, but data reports strategically targeted to funding agencies and legislators can help you. In Tennessee, for example, the State Adult Education Office used Score Cards (developed during the NRS Report Card training in 2005) that reflect NRS and census data to inform State legislators about the value to the community of earning a GED. As a result, the State funded the “Free GED” program, providing vouchers to adults who cannot afford to take the GED. In the Lawrenceville County Schools’ Adult Education Program, 59 of the 95 GED test takers in the past year were issued State vouchers. Of the 59 students who received the vouchers, the pass rate was 90 percent.

Step 2: Identify Your Goals and Expected Outcomes
After identifying issues you want to address or areas of strength that you want to expand upon or maintain, it is time to identify and set your goals. Setting effective goals demands some thought. Below are some characteristics of effective goals:
Specific goals let your staff know what they are striving for and give them a clear target at which to aim.

Measurable goals let your staff know when they have achieved their goals.

Attainable goals are those within reach.

Time‑limited goals establish due dates that push you and staff to complete a goal. A timeline should include periodic checks on progress. 

Prioritizing Goals
In prioritizing your goals, think about the needs of important stakeholders in your State and your anticipated outcomes. For some States with limited resources, the goal you set should get the most “bang for the buck.” For other States, some immediate changes must be made, like training local staff on using the new MIS that will help accomplish future goals. You may also want to set several goals: one focused on more substantive change, and others focused on sustaining effective data. Although it is important to remain flexible to address shifting priorities, it is also important to select and focus on a particular goal. If your goals shift too frequently, you may make little progress toward any goals. 
Establishing Program Outcomes and Indicators
As you select your goals, keep in mind what outcomes you are expecting. At this stage, also consider how to evaluate the impact of your efforts. Specifically, evaluation of your efforts will be directly tied to whether or not you attain your expected outcomes. For example, if one of your goals is to improve the timing of your pre‑ and posttesting, you need to specify exactly what a successful outcome will look like: How will you know whether you improved your pre‑ and posttesting process? You might measure success by a specified decrease in the number of pretests given before 12 hours of seat time, an increase in the number of students pretested shortly after 12 hours in the class, or a decrease in the number of posttests occurring outside the period allowed according to State assessment policy. Thinking through these specifics will help you determine how to measure your success and what it means to have succeeded. 
Step 3: Use Data To Plan a Strategy
After assessing where you are and setting your goal, you are ready to develop a strategy to improve or sustain data quality, enhance or maintain program performance, or create innovative procedures. Like most situations, there are many ways to approach change, depending on who is involved (i.e., students and staff), funding, and the structure of programs. The three basic steps are:
5. Examine all relevant data related to your goals.
6. Consider the resources and limitations to determine the limits of what you can do. 
7. Select and plan out how you will implement the strategy.
You should select and plan a strategy for each goal unless your goals are interrelated and would benefit from a comprehensive strategy that addresses multiple goals.
Gather Relevant Data
The relevant data you need may be some of the same data you used in Step 1 to assess where you are, although you will likely need to collect additional data once you have decided on your goal. In collecting data, you will want to consider factors such as:
Time period the data should cover (e.g., 1 month, 1 year, or multiple years), 
Level of disaggregation of the data (individual student level, program level, State level), and 
Specific outcome or measures that reflect the problem you are addressing (e.g., both pre‑ and posttest scores). 
Often, the data you have may not be all the data you need. For instance, you may want to look at the relation between educational gain and attendance, but unless you have individual assessment and student attendance data, and staff record attendance by week or month, this evaluation would be difficult or impossible. 
To the extent possible, think through possible uses for the data while you are in the process of deciding how and what to collect. Even if you do not have all the data you wish you had in the desired format, you can still learn much from what you do have. Often, just looking at data in new ways will help you see things in a new way. For example, comparing similar programs that serve similar populations in regard to goal setting may show a different range of issues than comparing programs against the State average. Looking at pre‑ and posttest scores by educational level instead of by program may highlight specific levels or classes that require focused training on conducting assessments. 
Reconsider Resources and Limitations
With a focused goal, reconsider the resources you have available—staff time, professional development, funding—that you considered during your assessment in Step 1. If limitations affect reaching your goal, you may need to obtain additional related resources or revise your plans. 
Develop an Appropriate Strategy
Your strategy should directly address your goal, while taking into account your resources and limitations. For example, the goal may be to improve educational gain for low‑level ABE students. The strategy may include training and professional development to teach local staff how to conduct assessment, analyze the data, and interpret results. To motivate staff to use data, the strategy may be to create competition among programs to meet standards and then reward and recognize high performers each year at an annual statewide conference. When data and information are put in the hands of teachers and local program administrators, they will gain knowledge about how they are doing and become empowered to make changes to their teaching and administrative strategies based on facts. They may also share these data with their students, who can track their own progress. 
Other examples of goals and strategies include:
· Improve educational gain by lengthening classes or changing attendance requirements. 
· Develop a new assessment policy by creating teacher networks by setting up small groups of instructors to identify and evaluate different assessments. Then bring them all together to share what they learned—the pros and cons to each assessment—challenges to implementing the assessment and how these might be overcome, and strengths of any new testing tool.
· Improve data quality through statewide and regional training on data quality, collection, reporting, and use for teams of local program administrators, data entry staff, and teachers. 
· Enhance your MIS by creating additional reports based on local program requests that will be available in real time to all program staff.
· Create a desk monitoring tool for local programs to use at their sites to monitor performance, and link these to State performance indicators and program‑specific standards. (Tools for creating a Desk Monitoring tool can be found on the NRSWeb site.)
· Identify a particular challenge that exists for most programs. Ask for volunteer programs to create research teams to investigate the data at their sites, share information through electronic media and conference calls, and together design research strategies that result in outcomes to be shared at statewide meetings and with legislators and other stakeholders.
Targeting the Strategy
In planning how to implement your strategy, consider: (1) where you intend to focus, (2) who will help you implement it, (3) how you intend to do it, (4) a timeline for the activity, with milestones and interim points, and (5) how to ensure staff buy‑in. 
Where. The scope of your goal may dictate whether you should implement your strategy statewide, in a more targeted geographic area or only a few programs or sites. For example, if you seek to address data‑quality issues that are consistent across your State, you may want to launch a statewide initiative. However, if certain programs are consistently underperforming, you may want to focus only on them or target a specific group in a region that is undergoing demographic changes.
Who. Partnering with other stakeholders in the State and across local communities can add to the resources you need to implement a change and support continued maintenance of your program improvements. For example, local agencies that serve immigrant populations may assist programs in conducting outreach to an underserved portion of the community. This agency may also provide language translators to assist with intake at the local adult education program, help translate flyers into the languages of the population to be served, and provide transportation or child care options for these adult students.
Partnering

Missoula County Public Schools (MCPS) Adult Education Program in Montana has built a successful transition program to improve their NRS outcomes on “entry into postsecondary education” through multiple partnerships with the town and community. Although building these partnerships is a time‑consuming process, the program relies on those partners to refer students. In particular, the MCPS program has a strong relationship with the College of Technology, primarily a 2‑year college for students who go on to postsecondary education. For example, the program wrote grants with the college to develop an ABE transition program. Many students who to move on to postsecondary education need remedial skills for college. Instead of paying at the college and becoming discouraged in their first weeks, the adult education program offers remedial reading and math. “This is key for retention at the college, because the students enter with better basic skills, they are more prepared, and they are more likely to complete school (there are fewer dropouts),” according to the MCPS Adult Education program director. Using telephone surveys for data matching, the program has seen an increase in the past 3 years of students enrolling in postsecondary education who had that goal (from 47 percent in PY 2004–05 to 56 percent in PY 2006‑07). In this current program year, the staff have already seen 54 percent enrollment in postsecondary education for those who set this as a goal, and they anticipate a higher enrollment rate by year’s end.

How. Based on where and with whom you will be partnering, your plan will describe how you will implement your strategy by delineating processes you will use and describing roles for staff and partners. Charting out how practices and processes interact will be helpful. 
Timeline. As noted at the start of this chapter, it can take 2–4 years to implement and evaluate changes. With this in mind, include in your plans a timeline with short‑ and long‑range outcomes that allow you to evaluate whether progress is being made. Because many activities are deadline driven, create a timeline of when key changes and events must occur as a central part of the plan, and assign responsibility to staff for each event. Also build in sufficient planning time to ensure that you will be able to implement the strategy effectively. In addition, include time for evaluation of your strategy so you can reflect on the outcomes of your initiative and adequately measure its success.
Staff Buy‑in. Getting staff buy‑in while you are still planning your strategy is essential, because after you begin implementation (see Step 4) staff will begin to feel the real impact of changes. You may be asking people to change behaviors and procedures that they have become comfortable with and that have worked for them. Because different parts of a program are intertwined, it is important to consider all those who are affected. 
Another way to ensure staff buy‑in is to include staff in the development of your change strategy. Select program administrators, teachers, MIS technicians, and other stakeholders and technical experts to form a task force to research and identify options. The State can work with the task force to create a new policy and pilot the changes in a few select sites to study aspects of the new policy and implementation. A balance must be struck, though, between involving staff in changing something that is important to them and overburdening staff with matters they feel have no impact on them. Staff members’ time is a resource to use wisely.
Improving Retention

The Santa Barbara Community College Adult Education Program serves 4,500 ESL students. The Adult Education Program director saw that student retention across the program hovered around 55 percent, while some classes retained as much as 90 percent of their students. The program created a Retention Task Force that researched issues around retention to develop several proposals to address the issue. They shared the proposals with the larger group of instructors. As a result of presentations and discussions, the program decided to try a version of managed enrollment to improve retention. Data showed an increase in student retention from 49 percent in fall 2006 to 67 percent in fall 2007 for classes that switched to managed enrollment. Student attendance in these classes has increased by 14 percent over this same timeframe. Teacher surveys reflect mostly positive reactions to the change and specific aspects of the change that they believe were effective. 

The program administrator stated that their goal was to make change at two levels: instructional practice and administrative systems. The program continues to tweak the managed‑classroom process, but they are not sure whether instructional practice has changed. Their next steps include better tracking of retention data with a new MIS, continuing to look at teacher and student survey responses, adding peer coaching and addressing goal setting, tracking progress, building a sense of community among the students, and effectively promoting students through development of level exit tests.

Step 4: Implement and Evaluate Your Strategy
With the plan in place, you are ready to begin. To ensure that your implementation strategy is successful, you will need to identify a clear set of outcomes by which to evaluate your efforts as well as to communicate on a regular and ongoing basis with staff to ensure that the process is effective and any unintended outcomes are considered and addressed as needed. 
Change is not a single event; rather it is an ongoing process. Successful change requires continuous attention and adjustment as the process unfolds. Use data, observation, and communication with other staff to monitor your progress and to get a sense of what is going well and what is not. Clear and continuous communication and feedback from the staff are critical elements to the whole change process. Think of communication and feedback as another form of data. Creating an environment in which critical feedback is truly valued will increase the flow of accurate information and help support the implementation of your goal.
It is essential to include an evaluative piece to clarify intended outcomes early on and then measure those outcomes so that you can determine whether the plan was successful or not. Look at your data again after you have implemented your strategy, and analyze the data to see whether any change occurred. Questions you may ask include: 
· Did all of the changes and activities occur as planned? What was different, and how did these changes affect the program improvement effort?
· What were the outcomes produced?
· Was the strategy successful? How do you know? 
· Were there unintended consequences; if so, what were they?
· Did you anticipate all the limitations and plan well to address them? 
· Were there additional resources you found along the way? 
· What helped and hindered the success of your strategy? 
· How might you revise your plan to reimplement this strategy in the future? 
· How might you need to revise your plan based on intermediate feedback from staff or from analysis of the data?
· Do you anticipate any issues that could challenge the sustainability of this change?
You should evaluate both the short‑term and long‑term impacts that were part of your plan. Short‑term effects may include, for example, the satisfaction of students with the program, analysis of level‑completion data or an increase in attendance. Longer term effects may include a sustained increase in educational gain or an increase in the number of students finding employment over the course of several quarters or years. Ongoing evaluation can indicate whether you are still meeting your goals and whether you need to alter your goals to match new circumstances and priorities. To sustain change, you must always return to the data—this process is the key to ensuring that change is effective and that improvement is ongoing. Additionally, providing your local program staff with access to data will help them to see the relationship between data processes and improved learner outcomes. 
Finally, as part of a continuous improvement process, you should go back to Step 1 and assess your program again to determine whether you have completely addressed issues related to your goal. Depending on what you accomplished, you may find you were able to resolve other related issues you initially identified or that you uncovered additional issues that you did not identify when you first assessed your data use. If you did make a change effectively, then you can identify new challenges that could affect its sustainability and any other issues your program is facing since addressing the previous goal; thus, you can set new goals and develop and implement new strategies to address them. 
Exhibit 4–3 presents, by level, examples of the four‑step process described above. The first column reflects the broad questions you may consider as you review the Data Use Pyramid. The next column provides examples of specific questions that may be generated from the broader view to focus on a specific area of data. The following column provides an example of data you might begin to analyze to assess where you are. The next columns provide examples of goals and then strategies planned to implement the goals. The last column reflects the evaluation or outcomes to measure as you implement your strategy. 

Using the Data Pyramid: Examples of Using Data to Build and Sustain Change
We conclude this chapter with a detailed example of the four‑step process for each of the levels of the Data Use Pyramid. Each example offers a scenario with data on an issue and strategies to improve data quality or program outcomes.
Level 1. Improve Data Quality Example: Data Systems and Error Checks

In 2004, the data specialist had just started her job and had concerns about the data coming from some local programs. Often, these programs submitted data that seemed questionable, and monitoring visits had turned up a few cases of programs coding data incorrectly. A few programs had complained that their State performance reports did not seem to reflect the reality of what was happening in their programs. 

Exhibit 4–3. Using The 4 Step Process To Build And Sustain Change
Improve Data Quality: Data Systems and Error Checks
	Question
	Step 1: 
Examine Data to Assess Where You Are
	Step 2:
Identify Goal
	Step 3: 
Plan Strategy
	Step 4:
Implement & Evaluate

	Do you trust the data?
	Why does the performance of some programs vary widely from year to year?

Graphing completion rates over the last 5 year shows there is wide year to year variability (more than 10% swings each year) that seem unrelated to actual program performance.
	Reduce wide year to year variability in data.
	Train staff to look at completion level data and identify suspicious year to year variability. Create plan to improve data collection and reporting and provide incentives for improvement.
	Set specific target for reducing variability. After two years of the initiative reexamine the year‑to‑year completion rates. 

	Do you trust the data?
	Why do some programs have more students achieving a goal than setting that goal? 

Histograms of the number of students setting a goal compared to the number achieving the goal show out of range values. 
	Increase amount of accurate data entered.
	Re‑train data entry staff and program administrators on reporting requirements to improve accuracy.
	Set specific target for percentage of accurate data. Reexamine histogram of goal setting and goal attainment. 


Improve Data Quality: Policies and Procedures
	Question
	Step 1: 
Examine Data to Assess Where You Are
	Step 2:
Identify Goal
	Step 3: 
Plan Strategy
	Step 4:
Implement & Evaluate

	Do you have policies and procedures that work and are in compliance with NRS requirements?
	Are programs following the new policies of pre and posttesting students within the prescribed time? 

Two charts comparing programs to the state average show that some programs have low pre‑ and posttesting rates and/or are not administering pre- and posttests within the timeframe set by state assessment policy.
	Increase compliance with state and NRS policies for pre- and posttesting.
	Increase onsite monitoring for programs with poor compliance with pre‑posttest policies. Provide incentives for programs that improve their pre‑posttesting during the year.
	Compare the programs’ rates of and timeframe for pre- and posttesting before and after implementing strategy.

	Do you have policies and procedures that work and are in compliance with NRS requirements?
	Are students setting appropriate goals? 

A table of the percentage of students setting educational attainment goals by NRS level shows that many beginning literacy level students are setting a goal of entry into postsecondary
	Increase compliance with and understanding of goal‑setting policies and procedures.
	Create train‑the‑trainer modules for local program staff on state policies and procedures for goal‑setting.
	Compare the percentage of students setting educational attainment goals by level before and after implementing strategy.


Exhibit 4–3. Using The 4 Step Process To Build And Sustain Change (continued)

Manage Performance

	Question
	Step 1: 
Examine Data to Assess Where You Are
	Step 2:
Identify Goal
	Step 3: 
Plan Strategy
	Step 4:
Implement & Evaluate

	Do you use data to manage and improve your programs?
	Are programs in the county serving the needs of all age groups in the target population as reflected in completion rates? 

While county census data shows that the percentage of adults within the 25 to 54 age range and those over 25 with less than a high school diploma are increasing, a graph of ABE level completion rates by age indicates that the completion rates for 25 through 59 year olds are decreasing. 
	Improve performance on ABE completions. 
	Meet with local programs in the county to examine the data and the possible causes of the decline in completion rates of 25‑ to 54‑year‑olds and discuss possible strategies to improve it. Provide programs with intensive professional development (PD) around serving students in this age group. Reward programs that show improved attainment rates with certificates of recognition.
	After PD has been in place, reexamine completion rates by age to see if they have improved for 25‑ to 54‑year‑olds. 

	Do you use data to manage and improve your programs?
	Are student retention rates at an acceptable level and have they improved over time? 
Trends of student retention over 3–5 years indicate the rates are low statewide with little improvement over time. Most programs fail to meet state standards.
	Increase student retention. 
	Train local programs to create reports of classroom attendance, contact hours, and share these reports biweekly with teachers. Task teachers with using data to track students who do not show up for class. Request qualitative reports from programs describing successes and share this information with other programs, including strategies for improving retention. 
	Review student retention and level completion quarterly and annually with all programs.


Innovate and Evaluate
	Question
	Step 1: 
Examine Data to Assess Where You Are
	Step 2:
Identify Goal
	Step 3: 
Plan Strategy
	Step 4:
Implement & Evaluate

	Do you use data for strategic planning and evaluation?
	Are students with more instructional hours more likely to complete a level? 

A chart comparing completion rates relative to attendance rates shows that completions start to decline after 100 instructional hours. Another graph shows that students in longer courses tend to have lower completion rates. A final graph indicates that greater intensity of instruction (more hours per week) increases completion rates. 
	Improve the intensity of instruction—the frequency of instruction not just the total # of instructional hours. 
	Provide local programs with the information on the impact of increased intensity of instruction. Work with local programs on scheduling to see if intensity of instruction can be increased.
	Monitor implementation by seeing if local programs have altered their schedules. Revisit retention and completion data to see what changes, if any, have occurred. 

	Do you use data for strategic planning and evaluation?
	Is the program serving the needs of students in your community? 

Census data on changes in the student population (including changes in English spoken at home and educational attainment) over the last 6 years indicate that while the percentage of students with a high school diploma has increased the percentage speaking English at home has decreased. 
	Provide more ESL classes that better match the needs of the community.
	Investigate further the needs of the community through additional sources such as surveys, and discussions with community representatives and see if programs are meeting those needs. Add classes and programs that better serve the increase in the number of students who do not speak English at home. 
	Reassess the classes and instruction offered to see if it better matches the community need.


In response, the data specialist looked at performance data over the last 5 years, focusing on completion rates for program year (PY) 2000–01 through PY 2004–05. She graphed the completion rates for the programs in question and compared them to the State average. She noticed that completion rates for three of these programs showed very high year‑to‑year variation. In one program, shown below, completion rates sometimes varied by 100 percent, compared to the State average which varied about 5 percent from year to year. She expected greater year‑to‑year variation in an individual program than in the average of all programs in the State, but the amount of variation for some programs was striking. Exhibit 4–4 below shows year‑to‑year variation among the programs.
She showed the results of her investigation to the State director. They discussed the possible causes of the problem. As a result, the director and data specialist met with the directors of the three programs that had wide variations in completion rates. During this discussion, they asked the directors of the three programs the following questions: Which staff collect the data and how? What kind of training and quality assurance is in place to ensure quality data? As a result of these conversations, the director and data specialist discovered that in all three programs the data collection training was minimal or nonexistent, with no written documentation of data collection procedures.
Exhibit 4–4. Adult Basic Education Completion Rates Compared to the State Average, PY 2000–01 Through 2004–05
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To address these problems, State staff worked with the director and staff of these programs to improve data collection and data quality. They paired these three programs up with programs that had strong policies and procedures related to data collection. They created a program improvement plan for the three programs that included specific targets for instituting data collection training and a corresponding manual. 
The State monitored the progress of the three programs in improving their data collection procedures. After 2 years, the data specialist looked at the previous 3 years of data. All three programs showed less year‑to‑year variation. Exhibit 4–5 is the graph for Program 3. The program was still performing below the State average, but it was making some progress, with a slight fall in performance in 2007–08. Although the State would continue to monitor these programs’ data collection, the State would shift its focus to improving program performance. 
Exhibit 4–5. Adult Basic Education Program Completion Rates Compared to the State Average, PY 2005–06 Through 2007–08
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Level 2. Improve Data Quality Example: Policies and Procedures on Testing
During the recent Federal monitoring visit to the State, the U.S. Department of Education brought up the issue of the State’s low pre‑ and posttesting rates. In response, State staff met and drew up a new policy on assessment to distribute to local programs. The policy included a standard of 70 percent of students to be pre‑ and posttested. After a year with the new policy in place, State staff wanted to see if local programs were complying with the new policy. To do this, they examined the percentage of students with pre‑ and posttests for programs across the State. 
They discovered that the State average on pre‑ and posttesting was only slightly below the goal, but programs varied considerably, with some programs doing better than the State standard and others falling well short (see Exhibit 4–6). 
Exhibit 4–6. Percentages of Students With Pre‑ and Posttest Data, PY 2006–07
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State staff were also interested in whether local programs were following the policy of 
40–60 hours between pre‑ and posttest. They looked at the programs again, grouping the data into four ranges: less than 40 hours; 40–60 hours; 60–80 hours; and more than 80 hours. Once again, they found considerable variation in the number of hours between pre‑ and posttesting, as shown in the sample of programs in Exhibit 4–7. Program 3 was especially worrisome; not only did it pre‑ and posttest a relatively low percentage of students, many of those tested were tested outside the acceptable timeframe of 40–60 hours. 
Exhibit 4–7. Percentage of Students Grouped by Hours Between Pre‑ and Posttest, PY 2006–2007
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As a result, the State established a performance‑based funding mechanism to reward those programs that improved their pre‑ and posttesting rates. Programs that met the State target were eligible to receive bonus funding based on pre‑ and posttesting rates. The State focused most of its efforts on the struggling programs, increasing onsite monitoring and technical assistance for these programs. They planned to look again at the data after 2 years to see if these programs had improved and whether the State average had reached the State standard. 
Level 3. Manage Performance Example: Completion Rates

The director of a regional adult education program that served students in four areas within a county was interested in comparing how different age groups in the programs were doing. He had recently looked at census data (Exhibit 4–8, below) on changes in the population for the county. He noticed that the population of 25‑ to 44‑year‑old residents had grown the most relative to other groups: from 28.1 percent of the population to 30.5 percent. He also noticed that the percentage of individuals over 25 with less than a high school diploma had also grown from 13.8 percent to 16.8 percent. 
Exhibit 4–8. Census Data for Age Distribution and Educational Attainment for Jefferson County, 2004–2006
	Age (Educational Attainment)
	2000
	2006
	Change (in percentage points)

	5 to 17 years
	12.7%
	11.5%
	–1.2

	18 to 24 years
	7.0%
	6.3%
	–0.7

	25 to 44 years
	28.1%
	30.5%
	2.4

	45 to 54 years
	18.5%
	19.6%
	1.5

	55 to 64 years
	12.3%
	10.8%
	–1.5

	65 and older
	14.2%
	13.5%
	–0.7

	(Individuals 25 and Over With Less Than a High School Diploma)
	13.8%
	16.8%
	3


When he looked at the NRS data on completion rates from PY 2002–03 to PY 2006–07 by age for the programs in his region, he noticed that the completion rates for the different age groups differed considerably. He found that the completion rates for 25 to 44 year olds and 45 to 59 year olds had decreased while other age groups had remained relatively stable. 

He shared the data he had collected with his staff and discussed possible actions. They decided to set a goal to halt the decline in the performance of those students in the 25 to 59 age range in the first year and show improved completion rates for all age groups in the next two years. To reach this goal they realized they must first better understand how they were currently serving this age group. The director brought the staff and directors of each of the regional programs together, walked each through their program’s data, and had them outline what they saw as the strengths and weaknesses of their program, particularly in serving this population.

Exhibit 4–9. Completion Rates by Age Group, PY 2002–03 Through 2006–07
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After each program outlined their strengths and weaknesses in serving the 25 to 59 year old population, the director had them write up a plan for improving the outcomes for all age groups in the next two years. The programs were also to indicate what assistance and resources the regional director and his staff could provide to assist them. Based on each of the plans, the director provided tailored professional development to each program. He also instituted an annual presentation of certificates of recognition for programs that improved the performance of students in all age groups. 

Level 4. Innovate and Evaluate Example: Intensity of Instruction
The State Adult Education Program Director was reviewing performance data with her staff—something they did on a regular basis. They were confident their data were good, having spent several years implementing a new data‑quality initiative. The staff were also comfortable examining data to help with instructional decisions. They often examined completion rates for each program, compared each to the State average, and compared each to itself over time. Frequently, they made decisions about what technical assistance to provide, in part on the basis of these data. 
This time, however, the director wanted to look at the relationship between total number of instructional hours and the percentage of students completing low and high beginning ESL levels. To do this, she and her staff used their attendance and level completion data to create a line graph (Exhibit 4–10). The three lines represent the percentage of students who completed one level, the percentage who completed two or more levels, and the percentage who did not complete a level by total instructional hours. Looking at the graph, the group noticed two things:
· The percentage of students completing two or more levels gradually and slowly increased as the number of instructional hours increased. 
· The percentage of students completing one level increased up through 80 hours, then leveled off, and decreased after about 100 hours of instruction, while the percentage not completing a level decreased up through 80 hours then increased. 
Exhibit 4–10. Completions by Course Instructional Hours, PY 2006–07
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The first finding made sense, since students would need more instructional time to complete two or more levels. The second finding, however, confused the group. Why would the percentage of students completing a level decrease after 100 hours of instruction? One would expect that with more instruction, completion rates should increase. The group thought retention might have something to do with it. To answer this question, the group decided to look at the percentage of students retained by the length of a course in weeks (Exhibit 4–11). 

Exhibit 4–11. Student Retention by Course Length, PY 2006–07
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The typical schedule for beginning ESL classes among programs in the State was to offer classes scheduled with about 80–120 hours of instruction per semester, but with different class durations of 8, 12, or 18 weeks. Exhibit 4–11 shows that, as the length of a course in weeks increased, the percentage of students retained (i.e., stayed the entire scheduled time) dropped substantially. This shed some light on the weak relationship between total number of instructional hours and completion rates. Stretching instruction over a greater number of weeks seemed to decrease retention, which in turn would decrease completion rates. 

A staff member, who had remained quiet, chimed in. He suggested looking at the relationship between instructional hours, total length of a course, and completion rates. He thought that level completion might depend both on total number of instructional hours attended and on the frequency with which the course met—that is, intensity of instruction. The group decided to look at retention rates by the duration of the class in weeks and the number of hours the class met each week, as a way to address the question: Does the intensity of instruction have any effect on retention? 

The group graphed completion rates by four common course schedule configurations: (1) 8‑week classes, 15 hours a week; (2) 8‑week classes, 10 hours a week; (3) 12‑week classes, 8 hours a week; and (4) 18‑week classes, 6 hours a week. Looking at the new results, shown in Exhibit 4–12, the director and her staff confirmed what they suspected. Greater intensity in terms of hours per week seemed to result in increased completions, especially in courses that met more than 10 hours a week. For example, students in classes that lasted 8 weeks and met 10 hours a week had a higher percentage of completions than those who attended classes that lasted 18 weeks and met 6 hours a week, even though the former had fewer total instructional hours.
Exhibit 4–12. Completions by Intensity of Instruction, PY 2006–07
[image: image15.png]Percentage of Students Completing a Level

48% 48% 62% 65%

100%

90%

80%

70%

60%

1% 4%

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0% 8 Weeks 8 Weeks 12 Weeks 18 Weeks
(15 Hours) (10 Hours) (8 Hours) (6 Hours)

Length of Course in Weeks and Frequency in Hours per Week

. Completed One Level Completed Two or More Levels

Did Not Complete





As a result of their examination of the data, State staff worked with local programs to alter their schedules of classes and increase the intensity of instruction. To increase buy‑in from local programs, State staff planned presentations to local program directors showing them the data and leading them through the thinking process they had gone through in realizing the importance of instructional intensity. To monitor this strategy, they planned on taking two approaches: 
8. To monitor implementation, they would look at attendance and scheduling data (after the trainings had occurred and enough time had passed to allow locals to implement the changes), to see if local programs had altered their class schedules. The results from this monitoring would indicate if the State needed to work more with locals in implementation. 
9. To measure the impact after implementation, they would revisit the retention and completion data to see what changes, if any, had occurred.
Chapter 5. Building and Sustaining Change for Program Improvement: Data Stories
Taking steps to address State or program issues through the effective use of data will help you build and sustain your NRS data quality and improve your program’s practices. How can you ensure that data collection and use become an integral component of your State’s or program’s practices? What else can you do to evolve from using data effectively for the purposes of compliance to using data to make program improvements? Or to enhance your performance and encourage innovative practices through data use? This concluding chapter provides stories of how three programs have transitioned through a focus on ensuring the quality of their data and compliance with NRS requirements to using the data for basic program improvements and in more innovative ways. The chapter also provides ideas on how you can think about your own data story based on the work you have already done—and plan to do—to build and sustain change for program improvement.

State and Program Examples

According to interviews with more than a dozen programs across the country that use data effectively, great variations are apparent in the process and time it took programs to go through levels of the Data Use Pyramid and become more sophisticated users of data. Some programs addressed basic data‑quality issues quickly after developing or gaining access to effective data collection systems. These programs have spent a fair amount of time on ensuring their compliance with NRS procedures and are very focused on making program improvements. Other programs have struggled to develop and use their data collection systems and focused mainly on ensuring they could trust their data. They addressed compliance issues throughout that process and are just beginning to use their data to make program improvements. No matter how sophisticated their data use, it was apparent that programs have been working through the Data Use Pyramid steps, albeit implicitly. The three stories below show how effective data users have gone through the Data Use Pyramid levels. 

Canton City Schools, Ohio

The following story describes how the Canton City Schools transitioned from building better quality data to increasingly sophisticated ways to use their data. After identifying a staff person to collect and input their data in their State system, they were able to resolve basic data‑quality issues quickly. After this change they realized that the data told a different story than what they believed about their program. As a result they carefully studied the NRS requirements and adjusted their policies and procedures to ensure they were compliant. Also, they made programmatic changes and they now are starting to consider ways to make program improvements based on their data and the collection of other related sources of data.

Background

On their first submission of data to the State, the Canton City Schools adult education (AE) program did not receive a good review. Their first rating was near the bottom of the second lowest quartile. Even the State was surprised, because they believed it was a high‑quality program. In response to this low rating, the program set out to improve its data quality. 

Improving Data Quality

The program director began by attending State data conferences with her secretary, the staff person identified to collect and input their program data. They learned why and how to collect data. In particular, they focused on defining terms, so they could count students correctly. For example, at the beginning, they made mistakes on how to count students who had retained employment, entered postsecondary, and how to determine counting and advancing of students. As a result they have clarified these terms and the program director, in turn, helped the teachers understand the terms used, how to count students, and how to handle situations that could complicate data collection (e.g., a student does not have a social security number). 

The director closely monitors the progress of their data quality. Specifically, after teachers submit their data reports, program leaders review them and provide feedback with written notes: Have the teachers been counting students correctly? Did they meet the requirements? This feedback helps motivate staff to collect the data correctly the first time. The process also helps communicate to the teachers that the program leadership cares about and notices what they are doing. The program also distributes data reports to all program staff so they can see how they are doing. In recognition of those who met the requirements, the program acknowledges their success (lots of clapping) and gives out balloons and candy during meetings. The pressure is then on those who do not stand up for acknowledgment. 

The program also determined that their system required several additional measures to ensure better data collection. First, they developed a program wide registration database. With this database, program staff are able to track student attendance through the orientation process and make sure students transitioned from registration to class or the GED practice test. Then staff began to check their data more often and follow up as necessary. That is, they review the data for each class on a quarterly basis, using customizable reports on how many students they have assessed and how many students went up a level. 
In addition to reviewing the data for completeness and compliance, they also ask what the data mean. For example, low numbers of students showing posttests may prompt them to ask: Have student hours increased or decreased? Did we miss posttesting students or are we failing to record the posttests of some students? They also ask about whether student goals have changed. Teachers hold quarterly conferences with students to review progress based on data, which is helpful for this process. 
Each activity with a student is considered quantifiable and more data on student activities is collected. The program also hired a transition facilitator who tracks students after they leave the program. The transition staff focuses on determining whether students have achieved any goals after leaving the program. This followup helps staff to know whether they are having an impact.
The State has been very helpful in supporting them in this transition. They find that ABLELink, the State’s management information system, is a significant resource because of the data collection component and access they have to data after it is entered to make customizable reports, despite the challenges they faced in the beginning of its development. The State simplified the data collection with data matching. The State also provides a data certification checklist. With that checklist, the program was able to identify areas in which it was not doing well. In response, the program has written new policies and procedures as appropriate. The program also started posting targets they would like to reach to improve their compliance with the requirements.
Using Data for Program Improvement

After having a better understanding of what the data mean and ensuring their data were clean, program staff felt they could move forward and focus on using the data to understand how their students are doing and what they can do to improve their outcomes. They also felt more comfortable sharing their data. As a result, they have used their data in grant applications for additional funding and for planning transition activities with the community college.
Better quality data has also helped the program to identify areas for program improvements: professional development and procedural changes. Each year, the program provides professional development focused on a topic and two years ago the topic was learner persistence. They looked at rates by class and tried to figure out why some students were more successful than others. As a result of this focused review and analysis of program data, they have met their persistence goals. They have followed State procedures to determine when students are ready for their posttest and how to assess students that leave the program and later come back. 
They also are starting to ask more strategic questions and gather data to answer them. For example, the program wanted to find a location for an English language learners (ELL) civics classes in their area. They ran a ZIP code search of students’ addresses to identify the best location for the classes, which they expect will lead to better persistence rates. They are collecting data to determine if the changes have been effective.
Valley Regional Adult Education, Shelton, Connecticut

This next story describes how the Valley Regional Adult Education (VRAE) program staff has evolved in their effective use of data. They first addressed their basic data‑quality issues then reviewed policies and procedures for compliance with NRS requirements. Next, they started using their data systematically to manage their program’s performance. Throughout this evolution, the program has received extensive support from the State via training with peers and one‑on‑one meetings to provide guidance on staffing, tracking program management, and adjusting classroom practices to improve learner outcomes.

Background

The story of the VRAE program began with training they received from the State on a new data system. During these trainings the State made recommendations to programs to facilitate the transition from the old data system, including selecting one staff person to be responsible for data entry and analysis, and another person to focus on facilitating between areas (i.e., GED, ESL, high school completion, etc.) within a program and sites, as well as providing staff development opportunities for all sites. State requirements and support encouraged the program to manage its data better.
Improving Data Quality
The program started by developing a plan based on when, how, and by whom they would collect data. To handle the data collection and reporting needs of their program (which covers five towns), they took the recommendations of the State office and hired a program facilitator, whose role was to link the assessment and data to the director and to serve as the conduit to all instructional staff and support personnel, and a full‑time data entry specialist, who is the sole person responsible for inputting site data. The new system provided teachers with access to view reports (e.g., pre‑posttest information, attendance) and the program created a calendar to coordinate data collections between the new and old data system.

VRAE staff meet with a variety of resources during the year to discuss State as well as local data. A direct result of the transition to its current system is the Connecticut Competency System (CCS) Facilitator Advisory Group. The group consists of statewide facilitators who meet three times a year, with a State consultant, to update, provide input and discuss policy changes. The State department of adult education also hosts three State directors’ meetings throughout the year. These statewide meetings provide a venue for all adult education programs to meet as a whole and provide updated information and input. However, most importantly is the sharing of local data among VRAE’s staff including the director, program manager, site coordinators, counselors, data entry and instructors. Each year, program staff meetings and staff development opportunities are designed using VRAE’s data.
Thus, the staff is part of a community committed to the data collection and reporting processes and can solve problems together when issues arise. As a result of these efforts, they are confident that their data is of high quality and that they are compliant. Additionally, they are comfortable now with sharing their data, as in the case when new superintendents were in five towns where the program operates. Staff were able to pull together information on their programs very easily so that the superintendents became familiar with their services. 

Using Data for Program Improvement

The State publishes program profiles, which include data on daily, weekly, and monthly basis, so staff can see where they are. By reviewing this data, program staff have identified and addressed several issues related to their effectiveness. For example, after seeing a drop off in participation during a semester last year, staff examined the data and found that they offered classes at too many levels in one location and students were being placed incorrectly. In response, the program improved its placement procedures and retention has improved. 

The State has also encouraged program staff to use data to adjust classroom practices. For ASE students, the State developed a model based on assessment scores to predict whether students are ready to take their GED. These predictors have been incredibly motivating for teachers and students in this program. In addition, teachers post these targets on their wall as a visible reminder to students of the goals they are working toward, thus encouraging student persistence and motivation to work hard. The success of these predictors has led the State to develop a similar predictive model for identifying whether students will pass the Acuplacer entrance assessment for the community college system. 

Dorcas Place Adult and Family Learning Center, Rhode Island

This last story describes the experience of the Dorcas Place Adult and Family Learning Center. When this program set out to meet the NRS requirements, they participated in its development with the State and were able to enhance an already existing data collection and monitoring system relatively quickly. These system enhancements have allowed the agency to regularly make program improvements when they find areas that could lead to noncompliance. They also strategically use this system to better operate aspects their program and increase student achievement. 

Background

When the Rhode Island State Director was new to his position, he formed 13 workgroups aimed at transforming the State’s adult education system. The President of Dorcas Place actively participated in the implementation of NRS in her State, including a two-year term as chair of the advisory council. She shared all information that came from them with her staff, which in turn, led to the program’s embrace of using data to make informed decisions. 

Improving Data Quality

With the support of the State office, the President of Dorcas Place spearheaded the agency-wide reliance on a data collection and monitoring system that would also include buy-in from the entire staff. They made enhancements to their data and monitoring systems which allowed the agency to more effectively use their data to confirm compliance with NRS requirements, monitor progress on contractual goals, and track student progress and attendance. She started attending the regularly scheduled faculty meetings to discuss to discuss how they can use data to ensure compliance and make informed classroom and program decisions. The goal was to improve the agency’s use of data and focus on practices that aligned with NRS policies and on procedures that that would lead to improved student achievement. Some of the initial meetings were difficult, as the teachers resented having standardized tests used to corroborate their success. The President and the Education Director kept soliciting staff for their input to overcome the barriers, emphasizing that she was not dictating how it should be done. She reassured staff that the data would not be used to terminate teachers. Rather, they would analyze the data by program, not individual classroom performance, and use it to determine the agency’s ability to increase student achievement and enhance practice. 

Using Data for Program Improvement

In only 6 months the program began to see improvements. Educational gains and post testing rates were improving. As staff realized the positive effects of the changes, they began to see the process as a tool to improve student achievement. In response to the success, Dorcas Place changed the job descriptions of staff to include their individual responsibility for increasing their student’s achievement levels and using data to determine their effectiveness. If improvement is not clear during the first trimester, the program provides professional development and individual support. As staff members have become more motivated to use data, they have taken additional steps to manage the performance of their classrooms and programs. No one has been put on a corrective action because as they now routinely review their classroom data to make instructional decisions.

In addition to faculty review of the data, the agency’s leadership team meets every three weeks to do the same and to identify areas for improvement. For example, the staff decided to improve attendance among students receiving Temporary Assistant to Needy Families (TANF) by closely monitoring student attendance patterns. This joint effort between teachers and caseworkers led to agency-wide recognition of students who monthly achieve prefect attendance. As a result program staff gained an understanding of why students did or did nor continue and how to motivate them to persist.

The program developed a reward program for students who had perfect attendance. When the program began in November 2007, only three students had perfect attendance. By May, however, 62 students had perfect attendance.
Characteristics of Effective Data Users

These data stories provide us with insight into how programs begin the journey of improving data quality and move on to using data to make program improvements. Success depends on the quality of the data collection system and the processes States and programs take to address issues as they are identified. Through these examples and interviews with States and local programs, several common characteristics of good data users emerged including: the nature of data access, leadership, communication, dedicated data staff, training, and empowerment. 

Data Access
The most important aspect of successful change in any State or local adult education program requires the use and analysis of data to make decisions. This analysis requires access to data by State office staff, program administrators, data entry staff, teachers, and, in some cases, even students. Change will be most effective if the people who are responsible for making changes understand the reason for the change and are committed to it. This can be enhanced by providing those implementation staff with the data to review, analyze, and use data to benefit their programs, classes, and students. Drilling down data to the local teacher level—whether through direct data access or via reports provided by the administration staff—ensures buy‑in and supports successful change. 
Leadership
In the area of making data‑based decisions in adult education programs, four specific aspects of good leadership for the effective implementation of changes became clear. 

10. Leaders must have a vision or goal that they can communicate clearly to all staff and stakeholders to begin to build understanding and buy‑in for any new process or change. 

11. Leaders must set time aside to focus on the goal. This may involve taking time out from regular staff and program meetings, or creating a forum for addressing the goal, such as through a special task force. 
12. Flexibility is also a key leadership quality in creating change. As one local program administrator noted: “We are a program in a constant state of change.” Leadership must be prepared to tweak plans and adjust goals as needed based on good data, responses from the field, and realities of the programs and staff involved. 
13. Successful leaders have good relationships with their staff—not only State staff, but also local program administrators, community agencies, funders, and other potential stakeholders in the State and local areas to support the change implemented. When those plans result in unexpected outcomes, good relationships will ensure that the leadership is made aware of the issues that arise and will have support in their efforts to address them. 
Communication
While good leadership requires communication of a vision, successful implementation of a change strategy requires ongoing communication among all parties involved. For some programs, this may involve monthly calls with the State office and weekly staff meetings to review data. For the State, communication may require quarterly desktop monitoring of data, biannual stakeholder meetings, and visits to local program staff meetings to keep the lines of communication open at all levels. 
Dedicated Data Staff
Almost all of the States and programs interviewed found that, at some point during their use of data to make decisions, they needed to have a “data person” in place. Even programs with tight funds realized that it was key to have a data‑focused staff person whose job entailed weekly or even daily data collection and entry work and frequent data reporting. This person must be trained not once but repeatedly to ensure that the person responsible for entering and reporting the data is up to date on all aspects of the MIS. Data staff also should have access to the MIS designers and administrators to ensure that their data entry and reporting needs are addressed.
Training
Every interview conducted with successful programs mentioned that training staff is a must. Staff must be trained on using data to learn about their programs, classes, and students and to make decisions that will affect their performance. Data staff, as noted above, must be trained and retrained regularly to stay abreast of changes to the MIS and reporting requirements. State and program staff must be trained on changes in policies and procedures, and this information must be reiterated at the program level for other staff and instructors. Several programs mentioned the importance of sending local staff to national conferences that cover a wide array of adult education topics and current research that then can be shared back in the home State and local programs. 
Empowerment
Empowering staff means giving staff access to data, sharing a vision with staff, listening to them, ensuring that they have support for data collection, and providing reports when requested. In addition, staff who are required to participate in making data‑based decisions and the planning and implementation of change strategies will help to ensure that the change is effective and sustainable. The importance of including staff in creating and sustaining change cannot be overstated. 
Conclusion: Telling Stories

In the past, programs relied on anecdotes to tell a program’s story. The story typically provided a description of how one student or a few students benefited from the program. Despite being genuinely heartwarming stories, these stories often were not effective in communicating how effective programs are overall and in helping adult education survive in a world of accountability and budget cuts. Now that data systems are available, and there is a culture that demands and is supportive of effective data use, anecdotes are simply not enough. Thus, the efforts of programs to build and sustain data quality will be critical in telling their stories and contributing to telling their State’s story. 

Telling Your Data Story

“One way to think about presenting your data is that it is just a different way of telling your story. Instead of telling a story about a couple of people, you can tell the story for your whole program.”

—Norwich Adult Education, Connecticut

Data stories like those described in this chapter can be helpful in taking a step back to assess your progress in data use and to be strategic in where you go from here. To assist in your thinking, consider telling your own story.

· What is your data story?

· How would you like it to read in the future?

· What systems do you need to put in place to make your data story happen?

Once you have considered your own data story, how do you think you can help your programs use the Data Use Pyramid’s Four‑Step Process? Is there someone you need to speak with who could help you? How will you follow up, and what will be your next steps? Is there additional information that you need to understand better how best to help programs build and sustain change? After you have completed your own data story, we encourage you to share it with us. Send your story on how you are building and sustaining change through the effective use of data to nrs@air.org.
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Educational Functioning Level Table

Outcome Measures Definitions

Educational Functioning Level Descriptors—Adult Basic Education Levels

	Literacy Level
	Basic Reading and Writing
	Numeracy Skills
	Functional and Workplace Skills

	Beginning ABE Literacy

Test Benchmark:
TABE (7–8 and 9–10) scale scores (grade level 0–1.9): 
Reading:  367 and below

Total Math: 313 and below

Language: 389 and below

CASAS scale scores: 
Reading: 200 and below 
Math: 200 and below 
Writing: 200 and below

ABLE scale scores (grade level 0–1.9):

Reading: 523 and below

Math: 521 and below
	Individual has no or minimal reading and writing skills. May have little or no comprehension of how print corresponds to spoken language and may have difficulty using a writing instrument. At the upper range of this level, individual can recognize, read, and write letters and numbers but has a limited understanding of connected prose and may need frequent re-reading. Can write a limited number of basic sight words and familiar words and phrases; may also be able to write simple sentences or phrases, including very simple messages. Can write basic personal information. Narrative writing is disorganized and unclear, inconsistently uses simple punctuation (e.g., periods, commas, question marks), and contains frequent errors in spelling.
	Individual has little or no recognition of numbers or simple counting skills or may have only minimal skills, such as the ability to add or subtract single digit numbers.
	Individual has little or no ability to read basic signs or maps and can provide limited personal information on simple forms. The individual can handle routine entry level jobs that require little or no basic written communication or computational skills and no knowledge of computers or other technology.

	Beginning Basic Education

Test Benchmark:
TABE (7–8 and 9–10) scale scores (grade level 2–3.9):
Reading: 368–460

Total Math: 314–441

Language: 390–490

CASAS scale scores:

Reading: 201–210

Math: 201–210

Writing: 201–225

ABLE scale scores (grade level 2–3.9):

Reading: 525–612

Math: 530–591
	Individual can read simple material on familiar subjects and comprehend simple and compound sentences in single or linked paragraphs containing a familiar vocabulary; can write simple notes and messages on familiar situations but lacks clarity and focus. Sentence structure lacks variety, but individual shows some control of basic grammar (e.g., present and past tense) and consistent use of punctuation (e.g., periods, capitalization).
	Individual can count, add, and subtract three digit numbers, can perform multiplication through 12, can identify simple fractions, and perform other simple arithmetic operations.
	Individual is able to read simple directions, signs, and maps, fill out simple forms requiring basic personal information, write phone messages, and make simple changes. There is minimal knowledge of and experience with using computers and related technology. The individual can handle basic entry level jobs that require minimal literacy skills; can recognize very short, explicit, pictorial texts (e.g., understands logos related to worker safety before using a piece of machinery); and can read want ads and complete simple job applications.


Notes: The descriptors are entry-level descriptors and are illustrative of what a typical student functioning at that level should be able to do. They are not a full description of skills for the level. ABLE = Adult Basic Learning Examination; CASAS = Comprehensive Adult Student Assessment System; SPL = student performance levels; and TABE = Test of Adult Basic Education.

Educational Functioning Level Table (Continued)
Outcome Measures Definitions

Educational Functioning Level Descriptors—Adult Basic Education Levels

	Literacy Level
	Basic Reading and Writing
	Numeracy Skills
	Functional and Workplace Skills

	Low Intermediate Basic Education

Test Benchmark: 
TABE (7–8 and 9–10) scale scores 
(grade level 4–5.9):
Reading: 461–517

Total Math: 442–505

Language: 491–523

CASAS scale scores:

Reading: 211–220

Math: 211–220

Writing: 226–242

ABLE scale scores (grade level 4–5.9):

Reading: 613–644

Math: 593–641
	Individual can read text on familiar subjects that have a simple and clear underlying structure (e.g., clear main idea, chronological order); can use context to determine meaning; can interpret actions required in specific written directions; can write simple paragraphs with a main idea and supporting details on familiar topics (e.g., daily activities, personal issues) by recombining learned vocabulary and structures; and can self and peer edit for spelling and punctuation errors.
	Individual can perform with high accuracy all four basic math operations using whole numbers up to three digits and can identify and use all basic mathematical symbols.
	Individual is able to handle basic reading, writing, and computational tasks related to life roles, such as completing medical forms, order forms, or job applications; and can read simple charts, graphs, labels, and payroll stubs and simple authentic material if familiar with the topic. The individual can use simple computer programs and perform a sequence of routine tasks given direction using technology (e.g., fax machine, computer operation). The individual can qualify for entry level jobs that require following basic written instructions and diagrams with assistance, such as oral clarification; can write a short report or message to fellow workers; and can read simple dials and scales and take routine measurements.

	High Intermediate Basic Education

Test Benchmark: 
TABE (7–8 and 9–10) scale scores 
(grade level 6–8.9):

Reading: 518–566

Total Math: 506–565

Language: 524–559

CASAS scale scores:

Reading: 221–235

Math: 221–235

Writing: 243–260

ABLE scale score (grade level 6–8.9):

Reading: 646–680

Math: 643–693

WorkKeys scale scores:

Reading for Information: 75–78

Writing: 75–77

Applied Mathematics: 75–77
	Individual is able to read simple descriptions and narratives on familiar subjects or from which new vocabulary can be determined by context and can make some minimal inferences about familiar texts and compare and contrast information from such texts but not consistently. The individual can write simple narrative descriptions and short essays on familiar topics and has consistent use of basic punctuation but makes grammatical errors with complex structures.
	Individual can perform all four basic math operations with whole numbers and fractions; can determine correct math operations for solving narrative math problems and can convert fractions to decimals and decimals to fractions; and can perform basic operations on fractions.
	Individual is able to handle basic life skills tasks such as graphs, charts, and labels and can follow multistep diagrams; can read authentic materials on familiar topics, such as simple employee handbooks and payroll stubs; can complete forms such as a job application and reconcile a bank statement. Can handle jobs that involve following simple written instructions and diagrams; can read procedural texts, where the information is supported by diagrams, to remedy a problem, such as locating a problem with a machine or carrying out repairs using a repair manual. The individual can learn or work with most basic computer software, such as using a word processor to produce own texts, and can follow simple instructions for using technology.


Educational Functioning Level Table (Continued)
Outcome Measures Definitions

Educational Functioning Level Descriptors—Adult Basic Education Levels

	Literacy Level
	Basic Reading and Writing
	Numeracy Skills
	Functional and Workplace Skills

	Low Adult Secondary Education

Test Benchmark: 
TABE (7–8 and 9–10): scale scores 
(grade level 9–10.9):

Reading: 567–595

Total Math: 566–594

Language: 560–585

CASAS scale scores:

Reading: 236–245

Math: 236–245

Writing: 261–270

ABLE scale scores (grade level 9–10.9):

Reading: 682–697

Math: 694–716

WorkKeys scale scores:

Reading for Information: 79–81

Writing: 78–85

Applied Mathematics: 78–81
	Individual can comprehend expository writing and identify spelling, punctuation, and grammatical errors; can comprehend a variety of materials such as periodicals and nontechnical journals on common topics; can comprehend library reference materials and compose multiparagraph essays; can listen to oral instructions and write an accurate synthesis of them; and can identify the main idea in reading selections and use a variety of context issues to determine meaning. Writing is organized and cohesive with few mechanical errors; can write using a complex sentence structure; and can write personal notes and letters that accurately reflect thoughts.
	Individual can perform all basic math functions with whole numbers, decimals, and fractions; can interpret and solve simple algebraic equations, tables, and graphs and can develop own tables and graphs; and can use math in business transactions.
	Individual is able or can learn to follow simple multistep directions and read common legal forms and manuals; can integrate information from texts, charts, and graphs; can create and use tables and graphs; can complete forms and applications and complete resumes; can perform jobs that require interpreting information from various sources and writing or explaining tasks to other workers; is proficient using computers and can use most common computer applications; can understand the impact of using different technologies; and can interpret the appropriate use of new software and technology.

	High Adult Secondary Education

Test Benchmark: 
TABE (7–8 and 9–10): scale scores 
(grade level 11–12):

Reading: 596 and above 
Total Math: 595 and above 
Language: 586 and above

CASAS scale scores: 
Reading: 246 and above 
Math: 246 and above 
Writing: 271 and above

ABLE scale scores (grade level 11–12):

Reading: 699 and above

Math: 717 and above

WorkKeys scale scores:

Reading for Information: 82–90

Writing: 86–90

Applied Mathematics: 82–90
	Individual can comprehend, explain, and analyze information from a variety of literacy works, including primary source materials and professional journals, and can use context cues and higher order processes to interpret meaning of written material. Writing is cohesive with clearly expressed ideas supported by relevant detail, and individual can use varied and complex sentence structures with few mechanical errors.
	Individual can make mathematical estimates of time and space and can apply principles of geometry to measure angles, lines, and surfaces and can also apply trigonometric functions.
	Individual is able to read technical information and complex manuals; can comprehend some college level books and apprenticeship manuals; can function in most job situations involving higher order thinking; can read text and explain a procedure about a complex and unfamiliar work procedure, such as operating a complex piece of machinery; can evaluate new work situations and processes; and can work productively and collaboratively in groups and serve as facilitator and reporter of group work. The individual is able to use common software and learn new software applications; can define the purpose of new technology and software and select appropriate technology; can adapt use of software or technology to new situations; and can instruct others, in written or oral form, on software and technology use.


Educational Functioning Level Table (Continued)
Outcome Measures Definitions

Educational Functioning Level Descriptors—Adult Basic Education Levels

	Literacy Level
	Basic Reading and Writing
	Numeracy Skills
	Functional and Workplace Skills

	Beginning ESL Literacy

Test Benchmark: 
CASAS scale scores: 
Reading: 180 and below 
Listening: 180 and below

Oral BEST: 0–15 (SPL 0–1)
BEST Plus: 400 and below (SPL 0–1) 
BEST Literacy: 0–7 (SPL 0–1)
	Individual cannot speak or understand English, or understands only isolated words or phrases.
	Individual has no or minimal reading or writing skills in any language. May have little or no comprehension of how print corresponds to spoken language and may have difficulty using a writing instrument.
	Individual functions minimally or not at all in English and can communicate only through gestures or a few isolated words, such as name and other personal information; may recognize only common signs or symbols (e.g., stop sign, product logos); can handle only very routine entry-level jobs that do not require oral or written communication in English. There is no knowledge or use of computers or technology.

	Low Beginning ESL

Test benchmark: 
CASAS scale scores

Reading: 181–190

Listening: 181–190

Writing: 136–145

Oral BEST 16–28 (SPL 2) 
BEST Plus: 401–417 (SPL 2) 
BEST Literacy: 8–35 (SPL 2)
	Individual can understand basic greetings, simple phrases and commands. Can understand simple questions related to personal information, spoken slowly and with repetition. Understands a limited number of words related to immediate needs and can respond with simple learned phrases to some common questions related to routine survival situations. Speaks slowly and with difficulty. Demonstrates little or no control over grammar.
	Individual can read numbers and letters and some common sight words. May be able to sound out simple words. Can read and write some familiar words and phrases, but has a limited understanding of connected prose in English. Can write basic personal information (e.g., name, address, telephone number) and can complete simple forms that elicit this information.
	Individual functions with difficulty in social situations and in situations related to immediate needs. Can provide limited personal information on simple forms, and can read very simple common forms of print found in the home and environment, such as product names. Can handle routine entry level jobs that require very simple written or oral English communication and in which job tasks can be demonstrated. May have limited knowledge and experience with computers.

	High Beginning ESL

Test benchmark: 
CASAS scale scores

Reading: 191–200

Listening: 191–200

Writing: 146–200

Oral BEST 29–41 (SPL 3) 
BEST Plus: 418–438 (SPL 3) 
BEST Literacy: 36–46 (SPL 3)
	Individual can understand common words, simple phrases, and sentences containing familiar vocabulary, spoken slowly with some repetition. Individual can respond to simple questions about personal everyday activities, and can express immediate needs, using simple learned phrases or short sentences. Shows limited control of grammar.
	Individual can read most sight words, and many other common words. Can read familiar phrases and simple sentences but has a limited understanding of connected prose and may need frequent re-reading.

Individual can write some simple sentences with limited vocabulary. Meaning may be unclear. Writing shows very little control of basic grammar, capitalization and punctuation and has many spelling errors.
	Individual can function in some situations related to immediate needs and in familiar social situations. Can provide basic personal information on simple forms and recognizes simple common forms of print found in the home, workplace and community. Can handle routine entry level jobs requiring basic written or oral English communication and in which job tasks can be demonstrated. May have limited knowledge or experience using computers.


Educational Functioning Level Table (Continued)
Outcome Measures Definitions

Educational Functioning Level Descriptors—Adult Basic Education Levels

	Literacy Level
	Basic Reading and Writing
	Numeracy Skills
	Functional and Workplace Skills

	Low Intermediate ESL

Test Benchmark:
CASAS scale scores:

Reading: 201–210

Listening: 201–210

Writing: 201–225

Oral BEST: 42–50 (SPL 4) 
BEST Plus: 439–472 (SPL 4) 
BEST Literacy: 47–53 (SPL 4)
	Individual can understand simple learned phrases and limited new phrases containing familiar vocabulary spoken slowly with frequent repetition; can ask and respond to questions using such phrases; can express basic survival needs and participate in some routine social conversations, although with some difficulty; and has some control of basic grammar.
	Individual can read simple material on familiar subjects and comprehend simple and compound sentences in single or linked paragraphs containing a familiar vocabulary; can write simple notes and messages on familiar situations but lacks clarity and focus. Sentence structure lacks variety but shows some control of basic grammar (e.g., present and past tense) and consistent use of punctuation (e.g., periods, capitalization).
	Individual can interpret simple directions and schedules, signs, and maps; can fill out simple forms but needs support on some documents that are not simplified; and can handle routine entry level jobs that involve some written or oral English communication but in which job tasks can be demonstrated. Individual can use simple computer programs and can perform a sequence of routine tasks given directions using technology (e.g., fax machine, computer).

	High Intermediate ESL

Test Benchmark:
CASAS scale scores:

Reading: 211–220

Listening: 211–220

Writing: 226–242

Oral BEST: 51–57 (SPL 5) 
BEST Plus: 473–506 (SPL 5) 
BEST Literacy: 54–65 (SPL 5-6)
	Individual can understand learned phrases and short new phrases containing familiar vocabulary spoken slowly and with some repetition; can communicate basic survival needs with some help; can participate in conversation in limited social situations and use new phrases with hesitation; and relies on description and concrete terms. There is inconsistent control of more complex grammar.
	Individual can read text on familiar subjects that have a simple and clear underlying structure (e.g., clear main idea, chronological order); can use context to determine meaning; can interpret actions required in specific written directions; can write simple paragraphs with main idea and supporting details on familiar topics (e.g., daily activities, personal issues) by recombining learned vocabulary and structures; and can self and peer edit for spelling and punctuation errors.
	Individual can meet basic survival and social needs, can follow some simple oral and written instruction, and has some ability to communicate on the telephone on familiar subjects; can write messages and notes related to basic needs; can complete basic medical forms and job applications; and can handle jobs that involve basic oral instructions and written communication in tasks that can be clarified orally. Individual can work with or learn basic computer software, such as word processing, and can follow simple instructions for using technology.


Educational Functioning Level Table (Continued)
Outcome Measures Definitions

Educational Functioning Level Descriptors—Adult Basic Education Levels

	Literacy Level
	Basic Reading and Writing
	Numeracy Skills
	Functional and Workplace Skills

	Advanced ESL

Test Benchmark:
CASAS scale scores:

Reading: 221–235

Listening: 221–235

Writing: 243–260

Oral BEST 58–64 (SPL 6) 
BEST Plus: 507–540 (SPL 6)

BEST Literacy: 66 and above (SPL 7)

Exit Criteria:
CASAS Reading and Listening: 236 and above
CASAS Writing: 261 and above
Oral BEST 65 and above (SPL 7) 
BEST Plus: 541 and above (SPL 7)
	Individual can understand and communicate in a variety of contexts related to daily life and work. Can understand and participate in conversation on a variety of everyday subjects, including some unfamiliar vocabulary, but may need repetition or rewording. Can clarify own or others’ meaning by rewording. Can understand the main points of simple discussions and informational communication in familiar contexts. Shows some ability to go beyond learned patterns and construct new sentences. Shows control of basic grammar but has difficulty using more complex structures. Has some basic fluency of speech.
	Individual can read moderately complex text related to life roles and descriptions and narratives from authentic materials on familiar subjects. Uses context and word analysis skills to understand vocabulary, and uses multiple strategies to understand unfamiliar texts. Can make inferences, predictions, and compare and contrast information in familiar texts. Individual can write multi-paragraph text (e.g., organizes and develops ideas with clear introduction, body, and conclusion), using some complex grammar and a variety of sentence structures. Makes some grammar and spelling errors. Uses a range of vocabulary.
	Individual can function independently to meet most survival needs and to use English in routine social and work situations. Can communicate on the telephone on familiar subjects. Understands radio and television on familiar topics. Can interpret routine charts, tables and graphs and can complete forms and handle work demands that require non-technical oral and written instructions and routine interaction with the public. Individual can use common software, learn new basic applications, and select the correct basic technology in familiar situations.






































� Census and the NRS group individuals into somewhat differ age groups with some overlap.
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