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Introduction
In June 2005, the National Reporting System (NRS)—the accountability system for the Federal adult education and literacy program—ended its fifth year. During this time, the NRS has brought many changes to adult education. States and local programs have had to document student educational gains more rigorously, using the NRS framework of educational functioning levels. Measuring educational gain has required not only the use of standardized assessments, but also changes to instruction and the delivery system to ensure that students receive improved services and instruction of sufficient quality and duration to have an effect. State and local program staff has also become more accountable to the other purposes of adult education: helping students meet their goals of obtaining a secondary credential, getting a job, or moving into further education. Adult educators have also had to become data collectors, developing procedures and systems to manage, analyze, and report all of the information that the NRS entails. 
Administrators, teachers, local program directors, and other staff members have worked hard to implement these and other changes stemming from NRS requirements. During the first 3 years of the NRS, the focus was on getting the system in place by developing policies, procedures, and data systems and training staff. When most states had the basic elements in place, the emphasis shifted to fine tuning the system and doing a better job to improve the quality of data. Most recently, many states have begun to emphasize the use of NRS data for program management and improvement. The Office of Vocational and Adult Education (OVAE) has assisted states in all phases of NRS development and implementation through a series of technical assistance projects. 
NRS project staff and OVAE developed Implementation Guidelines (most recently revised in 2005) and state training sessions to introduce the NRS. A Guide for Improving NRS Data Quality was released in 2002 to help states refine their methods, and Using NRS Data for Program Management and Improvement was published in 2003 to provide states and local programs with concepts and methods for data-driven decision making with NRS data. NRS Data Monitoring for Program Improvement was published in 2004 and applied data use to desk-monitoring methods and other data-driven approaches for improving data quality and program management. Training and supporting materials accompanied each of these guides, and OVAE provided technical assistance to needy states. The NRS project staff also developed additional training on using data and developing data systems. Two Web sites (nrsonline.org and nrsweb.org) have also supported NRS development efforts by providing states with online training and resources on policies and procedures.
This guide takes another look at the NRS, focusing on the five sides or elements essential to making the NRS work. The guide focuses on the improvement of data quality and use of NRS data to improve program performance. It differs from other guides in that it (a) more explicitly emphasizes data use as the main approach toward improving data quality and (b) includes a companion suite of electronic data tools. Each section of the guide presents a review of NRS policy and data quality guidance and detailed examples of related data reports. The electronic data tools that accompany the guide are spreadsheets and templates that allow states and local programs to create reports based on their own data.
[bookmark: _Toc313635086]The Five Sides
This guide focuses on five sides to making NRS work: two foundational elements that must be in place to collect and use data (data collection policies and procedures and a state data system) and policies and procedures in three areas (assessment, goal setting, and follow-up measures) for collecting NRS core outcomes.
[bookmark: _Toc313635087]Foundational Elements
Data collection policies and procedures. The basis of any quality data collection activity is an organized system for collecting and keeping track of data. Quality data collection also depends on people with clearly defined roles, resources to do their jobs, ongoing training and support, and staff motivation.
State data system. A student-level relational database should be able to provide useful information that meets reporting, program management, and improvement needs. To do this, a quality system must include all of the NRS data elements and other data that are important to the state and local programs and data functions that match the data collection process.
[bookmark: _Toc313635088]Policies and Procedures for Collecting NRS Core Outcomes
Assessment. Educational gain is the central core outcome measure of the NRS because it most directly reflects the main goal of adult education: to improve the literacy and language skills of adult learners. Measurement of these gains requires sound assessment policies and procedures that include the use of valid and reliable standardized assessments, policies, and training on valid administration and scoring that is linked to the NRS educational levels.
Goal setting. An effective goal-setting process focuses on instructional outcomes and meeting learner needs and is essential to the student-centered nature of adult education. For the NRS, goal setting is critical for identifying students with goals related to employment, entering postsecondary education, and obtaining a secondary credential. Adult education programs must set these goals appropriately, and through the NRS, such programs are held accountable to helping students achieve these goals.
Follow-up measures. Determining whether students have achieved follow-up goals is one of the most difficult and challenging aspects of the NRS because such information must be collected after students have left the program. States and programs can use survey or data matching methods to collect data on follow-up measures.
This guide summarizes NRS requirements for each of the five sides, drawing from prior NRS guides, especially Implementation Guidelines and Guide for Improving NRS Data Quality.
[bookmark: _Toc313635089]Themes of This Guide
Aside from reviewing data quality issues for the five sides of the NRS, this guide has two main themes: being a data detective and the power of using data as a tool for decision making and motivating staff. 
[bookmark: _Toc313635090]Data Detective
The data that your local programs collect are an invaluable source of information that both state and local staff can use to monitor compliance with NRS and state requirements, evaluate data quality, and assist in program improvement efforts. Because you cannot directly observe all of the local program data collection activities, goal setting, and instruction, you have to rely on data to provide you with indicators of what has happened. In this guide, we think of the information in data as valuable clues to whether procedures are being followed or problems exist and to point to areas that may need improvement. Like a detective, you can piece these clues together, along with other information about your programs, to make inferences about what might be happening and judgments about whether procedures are going well or may need changing. 
Good data detectives also know the limitations of what data can tell them. Although they are powerful, data provide indirect evidence of what may be happening. Part of data detective work means keeping an open mind, testing hypotheses, and using data in context to make a judgment. For example, if data show programs are posttesting only a very small percentage of students, then you know you have a problem but not necessarily the reason. Is the problem due to students not staying long enough or with testing procedures? Is the problem limited to a few sites or is it widespread? 
In other situations you may not even be sure that a problem exists. For example, if few or no students are setting NRS follow-up goals, the data alone may not be able to tell you whether this is a goal-setting problem or simply that no students have these goals. Data can tell you a lot, but a good detective uses data as a starting point—not an end point—to an investigation. 
[bookmark: _Toc313635091]The Power of Using Data
Data are central to detective work, as we emphasize in this guide, but there is another powerful element to using data: Engaging local staff in data is a powerful motivator. Using data and collecting data go hand in hand. When people become excited about data, they see its power as a source of information that can help them in their jobs and improve instruction and services. Focusing on data makes data collection a priority, and the result is better quality data. 
Beyond improving data quality, using data also can help motivate staff to become involved and excited about program improvement efforts. Once they understand how to use data, local and state staff can use data to identify areas that need improvement and to make changes. Staff, then, is motivated further to use data again to assess whether changes have made a difference.
In this guide, we look at data collection as a behavior and discuss the human element of data collection. We describe six different ways to motivate staff with data and illustrate with examples. 
[bookmark: _Toc313635092]Overview of Guide
This guide summarizes NRS requirements in five areas and presents ideas on how to use data to motivate staff and improve data quality and program performance. The guide illustrates the art of being a data detective and using data to monitor performance, understand programs, and plan and evaluate program improvement efforts. 
Chapter 2 (Foundational Elements: Data Collection and Data Systems) discusses the basics of establishing data collection procedures and systems that will help produce quality NRS data. It describes the data collection process as a behavioral activity that requires organized procedures and motivated staff and offers tips for improving performance and motivation. This chapter also presents an overview of the elements and design of data systems that will meet NRS requirements and enable you to produce the reports that you will need to be an effective data detective.
Chapter 3 (Policies and Procedures: Assessment, Goal Setting, and Follow-Up Measures) briefly reviews the NRS requirements for each of these three sides of the NRS and discusses ways of implementing these requirements at the local level. This chapter does not present any new requirements. Instead, it summarizes NRS requirements that are presented in more detail in Implementation Guidelines and Guide for Improving NRS Data Quality. This chapter also presents data charts that can help you—the data detective—monitor procedures for data quality and evaluate program improvement performance.
Chapter 4 (Translating Detective Work Into Action) concludes the guide with a brief discussion of how to implement the ideas in the guide and explains the companion workbook examples and data templates developed with the guide.
[bookmark: _Toc313635093]Workbooks and Tools
To help states and local programs with their data detective work, we developed a set of tools along with this guide. These tools include 1) two templates: NRS Data Detective Workbook for State and Programs and the Data Detective Workbook for Teachers, 2) Excel sheets with data and graphs to populate each of the workbooks, and 3) two samples of completed templates, a Sample Workbook for States and Programs and a Sample Workbook for Teachers. You can get the templates, sample workbooks, copies of this guide, and related training materials at http://www.NRSweb.org.
[bookmark: _Toc313635094]
Chapter 2 
Foundational Elements: Data Collection and Data Systems
Collecting quality data that your state and local programs can use for program improvement requires two essential elements: sound data collection processes and a solid database to record and retrieve the data. We call these foundational elements because they are the basis on which all other NRS data procedures and policies depend. No matter how good your assessment, follow-up, and other NRS policies and procedures are, you will not have good data without effective procedures for collecting and reporting these data. Likewise, only a good data system will permit the effective recording and retrieval of these data from programs in a form that will meet the needs of accountability and program improvement. 
This chapter describes characteristics of effective data collection processes and data systems for the NRS. We discuss the need for processes and procedures that reflect NRS requirements and also discuss data collection as an activity where understanding and motivation are critical to success. The discussion concludes with suggestions of ways to use data to be a data detective and identify potential problems and good practices in data collection. In the second part of this chapter, we discuss the characteristics of effective data systems for the NRS and issues to consider in designing a system.  We also provide evaluation checklists to assist you in evaluating your data system and procedures.
[bookmark: _Toc313635095]Data Collection: Procedures, Policies and People
Good data collection consists of a series of regimented procedures and policies that people must perform routinely and with little error. With planning and forethought, it is not difficult to develop a data collection system that includes organized procedures and policies that meet NRS requirements. The challenge comes from the fact that data collection is a human activity—people must perform the procedures and implement the policies to produce quality data. We can think of data collection as a combination of these two elements in the data equation:
Data = Procedures and Policies + People
To obtain quality data, we have to consider both parts of this equation. By themselves, even the best data collection procedures are not enough. A good approach to data collection must also empower and motivate staff to implement the procedures and care about the data. This “people” part of the equation presents the biggest challenge to the data collection efforts of state and local staff. Although ways to implement and resolve problems with procedures and policies are often clear, motivating people and resolving problems of human interaction are often considerably more difficult. 
[bookmark: _Toc313635096]The Process and Psychology of Data Collection
If you think about data collection as a behavioral activity, it follows that good personal interactions and motivation are key elements of a successful process. Data collection can be considered an activity affected by social psychological principles that view behavior as resulting from people interacting within their environment. In the psychology of data collection, both the situation and the environment of data collection in your program and the motivation and interest of staff members affect how well they will collect data. 
[bookmark: _Toc313635097]The Situation: Data Collection Flow and Procedures
Data move from the students, through teachers and support staff to clerical staff, into the program database, and up to the state and federal levels. An organized and efficient flow process creates the environment in which staff works and is critical to collection of quality data. In other NRS guides and training (e.g., Implementation Guidelines and Guide for Improving NRS Data Quality), we presented model data flow charts and discussed at length the components of quality data collection systems. Exhibit 2–1 presents another view of data flow. It shows how information about students moves into the program’s database and up to the state and federal NRS reports. 
[bookmark: _Toc313635375]Exhibit 2–1. Local NRS Data Flow

In the flow chart, NRS data elements are organized by when staff collects the information: intake, enrollment, and follow-up (post enrollment). As part of the intake process, staff collects demographics and descriptive information about students, sets goals and orients students, and conducts pretests and other assessments to place students appropriately. During enrollment, staff records contact hours and assesses students further. After enrollment, the NRS follow-up measures are collected from students with the applicable goals.
Many different program staff members—teachers, intake workers, and assessment staff—may collect data from students using paper forms or the program’s computer system. These same staff or other staff may collect the follow-up measures if students are surveyed, or these data may come from other databases through data matching. Data entry staff key data into the program’s data system and conduct error checking and return reports with missing or erroneous data to the data collectors for correction. The local program data ultimately end up in the state database, where state staff conduct additional reviews and error checking and require correction from the local program, when necessary. Federal staff further checks state NRS reports and instructs states to correct errors that are uncovered.
Exhibit 2–1 captures the essential elements of good data collection procedures in a simplified and idealized view of the process. The specifics may vary widely within states and among programs, depending on the size of program, number of staff involved and their roles, and the type of data system in use. However, the model data collection process identifies two key characteristics that are central to the success of a good data collection system. First, the process requires many people to work together as a team. Each point of the process represents a staff person who has a definite role in data collection. Each person must know his or her job and do it right and must receive ongoing training on this role and data collection procedures. Ideally, each staff member will also accept responsibility, as a member of the team, for fulfilling his or her role. The team makes the process work, which includes collecting and recording accurate and timely information, submitting the information to the next staff person in the process, and reviewing and correcting information that is missing or erroneous. The involvement of many people also requires standardization of definitions, forms, and coding categories that are tied to the database, so that all involved uniformly understand the meaning of what is collected and follow the same procedures.
Because many people touch the data in different ways—talking to students, completing forms, entering data into the computer—there are many opportunities for error. The potential for mistakes leads us to the second characteristic of a good data collection process: It must be iterative and have many checkpoints and feedback loops to correct errors and provide missing information. For error checking to be effective, certain staff members must have the responsibility and authority to review and correct the data regularly. In addition, several different levels of staff should review the data—clerical and data entry staff, teachers, program directors, and state and federal staff. This iteration and review by staff, both internal and external to the process, produces quality data.
Effective error checking also requires frequent and timely data entry and error checking and the ability for local staff to access the data directly. Without frequent data entry or the ability to produce error reports of the data, your program will be unaware of errors until it is too late to correct them. 
Exhibit 2–2 summarizes these components of quality data collection systems. The collection of quality data requires that staff know their roles, has clear responsibilities in data collection, and receives ongoing training on data collection procedures. Quality data collection also requires clear definitions of measures and standardized 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.
[bookmark: _Toc313635098]People: Building Motivation and Interest
Data collection is not a process that people typically find fun or interesting. To get your staff to collect good data, you have to get them engaged with data and excited about it and make data collection a priority. Building motivation and interest represents the people side of the data equation and is where psychology plays a key role. Changing behavior toward data is really no different than other types of change.
[bookmark: _Toc313635376]
Exhibit 2–2. Components of a Quality Data Collection System
	[bookmark: _Toc35327491]Staff Knowledge and Training

	Staff has clear descriptions and understanding of their roles and responsibilities for data collection.
Program has ongoing training on data collection.

	Standard Forms and Definitions

	Clear definitions for each measure have been established.
Program uses standard forms—that are tied to the program database—for collecting data.

	Error Checking

	Program has an error checking and quality control system.
Staff regularly reviews data to identify missing and inaccurate data.

	Data Entry

	Data entry procedures into a relational, student-level database are timely and up to date.
Staff has timely or direct access to information in the database.


Getting program staff to use their data is the most effective way to increase interest in data collection and improve data quality. Psychology suggests three different theories, each with two different ways, to motivate and change behavior:
Behaviorists believe in using rewards and punishments to induce behavior. People will do things that reward them and avoid doing things that result in punishment.
Cognitive psychologists claim that we are motivated by our need to learn about and gain control over our environment.
A third view, inspired by Freudian theory, is that we are motivated by our need for belonging to a group and competing with others.
Exhibit 2–3 presents these six psychological motivators. We can use each of these motivators to build interest in data collection, thereby improving data quality.
Rewards and punishments. Implementing a system of rewards and punishments based on performance is perhaps the easiest and most common method of enhancing staff motivation to focus on data. A widespread example of this approach is the setting of performance standards that are tied to increased funding for success and/or reduced funding for shortcomings or failure. Some states set standards for measures, such as the percentage of students pre- and posttested and survey response rates, in addition to performance on NRS measures. Other methods of rewards include public recognition of the program as “high performing” and specific rewards to staff members. With this approach, local staff becomes motivated to pay attention to program data reports that compare performance to targets.
Learning and control. A powerful motivator for using data for many teachers and other program staff is the opportunity to learn more about their students and what happens to them. However, this does not happen naturally because most people have little or no training in using or understanding data. In addition, many educators mistrust data because it is often used in a negative way toward schools and teaching (i.e., to demonstrate how schools have failed and students are not learning). This perception often changes after staff receives training about data, data use, and basic statistics and has the opportunity to review and reflect on data to see how it can help them. 
[bookmark: _Toc313635377]
Exhibit 2–3. Six Motivations for Engaging Staff With Data
[image: This is a graphic showing the Six Motivations for Engaging Staff With Data: learn, rewards, belong, punishment,compete, and control.]
Motivation to learn and know about students and the program is further enhanced when it is tied to program improvement efforts. This approach can empower staff to take more control over program activities that affect outcomes and processes, which will enhance their interest in data. For example, if review of data reveals that recruitment and contact hours are below expected levels in some sites, then staff may be motivated to change retention and recruitment polices and will want to see the data again, after they have implemented the changes. Data reports that show trends over time will interest and motivate staff as well.
Belong and compete. The desire to be part of a group that does good things—and be the best at them—is a strong motivation for many people. Harnessing this motivation toward data can also help to improve data use and data quality. Teachers and other staff are involved in adult education because they want to help students. A program that has a vision and strong leadership toward excellence in instruction and outcomes will succeed in motivating staff and will enhance the need for the program to demonstrate through data that it does excel. 
Along with the desire to belong to an organization that does well often comes the desire to be the best, and promoting competition is also part of this motivational strategy. Providing data to compare performances among programs will give programs an indication of where they stand on measures and may help staff tap into the desire to do better. For example, your state could publish performance rankings about programs and list them as “best” or “at risk” programs. Data reports that compare your program’s performance to others can interest and motivate staff, particularly those with a competitive streak. 
Exhibit 2–4 summarizes the different motivational strategies and the types of data reports that may help you implement the strategies. The report comparisons described are not exhaustive and not necessarily exclusive to each motivation. Instead, the comparisons serve only as a guide to help you design reports that will enhance staff motivation, depending on the strategy that you prefer. The data reports also give indications of data quality and how well staff is collecting data; this will be discussed extensively in chapter 3.
[bookmark: _Toc313635378]Exhibit 2–4. Summary of Motivational Strategies and Related Data Reports 
	Motive
	Description
	Data Report Comparisons

	Rewards and punishments
	Provide incentives for good performance and/or withhold resources for failure to perform
	Set standards and compare performance against them

	Learning and control
	Appeal to desire to learn about students and program activities and outcomes and to manage and improve them
	Compare present performance with past trends over time to monitor continuous improvement

	Belong and compete
	Appeal to desire to be part of a group that provides high quality services and outcomes for students and to be better than others 
	Compare programs with each other and state, local, and national averages


Which motivational strategy to use and how to implement it depends on several factors: staff interests and personality, the specific outcomes or program procedures targeted, and the resources available. Focusing too much on any particular motivational strategy, however, can have negative consequences. For example, too strong a focus on punishment or too much competition can create animosity among programs and people. In many cases, you will want to try multiple approaches. Any one of the motivational strategies, if used effectively, will get staff engaged and interested in data. When this occurs, better data collection and data quality almost invariably will result. 
[bookmark: _Toc313635099]Learning to be a Data Detective
A well-planned process, staff training, and motivated staff are likely to result in quality data collection. However, data collection is dynamic and ever changing and requires constant monitoring and adjustment. It also involves processes that you cannot directly observe or control in any practical way. Only the outcome of the process—the data—is readily visible. These data provide clues as to whether procedures are followed and quality information is collected and what problems may exist. Like a detective, you have to decipher these clues to determine what has happened and to identify potential problems. Because the data provide only indirect indicators of what may be occurring, they cannot definitively inform you that all is well or that there are problems. Like a detective, you have to make inferences and piece together the evidence based on the data and your knowledge of the program. 
To be a data detective, you need a set of reports of data that are disaggregated at the program, site, and often class levels. Regular reviews of such reports by program staff will help uncover data quality issues. Here are some types of reports that may help you and local staff monitor data quality:
Error and validity checks. The most basic reports that give clues to data problems are simple distributions of each measure. At the local or site level, these reports give the total number of students in each demographic category, the number being pre- and posttested, and number of students by goal. Frequent reviews of data reports will allow you to spot and correct errors promptly, such as out-of-range values and incomplete or missing data. Reviews also can alert you of the need for additional training or assistance. Reviewing student rosters with these basic data elements at the class level allows teachers to assist in error checking and provides them with exposure to data and how to use it. Timely data entry and reviews of reports are essential for error checking to work.
Trends over time. Examining whether data changes over time can help in your detective work. Within a site or program, enrollments, outcomes, and attendance, for example, often have a predictable pattern or remain relatively stable. When these data (e.g., number of contact hours, types of goals set, or educational gains within levels) suddenly change, your data detective work can help make the determination of whether these changes are perfectly normal or indicate a problem with the data. With frequent and regular reviews of the data, you and your staff will understand program data patterns and become aware when something unexpected occurs, allowing you to investigate to determine if there is a problem.
Comparisons. Comparing different and similar programs and looking at the internal consistency of program data will also be helpful in your data detective work. Examining key data by type of student, class, or educational level may give clues to potential problems. For example, exhibit 2–5 displays a program’s table on goal setting by student ethnicity. This table shows that the percentage of students who have a goal of entering postsecondary education is much higher in Asian students (89%) than in other ethnic groups of students. This difference may be real or it may represent an error in goal-setting procedures, data entry, and coding or another problem. Similar types of comparisons across programs can also help uncover anomalies that may indicate data quality problems.
[bookmark: _Toc313635379]Exhibit 2–5. Number and Percent of Student Goals by Ethnic Group
	Student Ethnicity
	Number of Students
	Enter Employment, Number With Goal
	Enter Employment, Percent of Total Students With Goal
	Entry in Postsecondary Education, Number With Goal
	Entry in Postsecondary Education, Percent With Goal

	Asian
	64
	16
	25%
	57
	89%

	African American
	200
	17
	9%
	8
	4%

	Latino
	750
	89
	12%
	0
	0

	White
	125
	25
	20%
	40
	32%

	Total
	1,139
	147
	13%
	105
	9%


Many of these types of reports can also inform program management and improvement efforts. In chapter 3 of this guide, we provide examples of the types of reports that you can use to improve data use and quality and to examine assessment, goal setting, and follow-up measures. The companion workbooks provide additional ideas for your reports.
[bookmark: _Toc313635100]Data Systems: The Data Detective’s Best Friend
What state director or staff member wouldn’t want effortless access to a full cache of accurate and up-to-date NRS data? Imagine how great it would be to generate NRS tables and reports like those just described to make information-driven decisions without prodding programs to enter missing data from student records or worrying about its accuracy. Having the ability to get the information you need through your data system is the hallmark of an effective data detective.
Having a good data system is like having an extra staff member to help you collect data, run the numbers, stay on top of important operational tasks, and provide information to help you improve the adult education program in your state. By using technology to ease data collection and local program operations, you will have more time to focus on the core of your mission—helping adults reach the educational goals that make their lives better. The key point is that a good data system enables you to dedicate less time, energy, and resources to collecting data and more time actually using data. 
[bookmark: _Toc313635101]A Foundation for Detective Work
A good data system will help you collect data, generate useful reports, and encourage sound data collection practices. Your system should track a relevant and complete set of data based on your anticipated needs. In addition, it should provide tools to detect missing data and identify potential data quality problems. In short, the data system should provide data that is relevant, complete, accurate, and timely. 
[bookmark: _Toc313635102]Collect a Relevant and Complete Set of Data
To be relevant and complete, your data system must provide for the needs of all users. To identify the data that you need, ask the following questions:
What reports does NRS require? What reports do state and local staff need? By starting with reports, you focus on the purpose for which your system is being created. From the reports, you can determine the specific data items and system functions that you need. For example, to generate NRS tables, ask what data will need to be maintained in the database. Also, ask what data are needed to meet your state’s reporting requirements. Be sure that your system offers data elements that support longitudinal analyses, if you want that capability.
What aspects of state and local programs need operational support? Aside from generating reports, your system’s reason for being may be to help manage caseloads and student needs. Your system can help perform intake, track goals and achievements, determine when to pretest students, and so on. Identify the data elements that you need for these functions. Because the NRS is fundamentally a reporting system, you might ask why it should concern itself with local program operations. Support for local program needs makes the jobs of local staff easier and motivates them to participate enthusiastically. Support for local needs simplifies data collection and can ensure that data are entered more accurately. 
What kinds of reports do you need to ensure data quality? Consider date stamps or other kinds of data that may help to generate data quality reports or alerts.
When you have completed this phase of system development, you will want to create a detailed description of the basic reports that you want the data system to produce. Exhibit 2–6 lists basic reports that you will want to consider.
[bookmark: _Toc313635380]
Exhibit 2–6. NRS Data System Reports
	Report
	Purpose
	Notes

	NRS tables (statewide)
	Reporting
	Required NRS reports

	NRS tables (by program)
	Program monitoring
	Enables states to review performance of individual programs

	Class lists
	Instruction
	Provides basic contact information for use by teachers

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

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

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

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

	Student posttest planning report
	Instruction
	Provides list of students who are nearing the need for posttesting, based on contact hours


Knowing what reports you want will lead you to a set of data items that characterize your needs. Analyze each report that you have identified as part of the system and consider the data that are needed to create such reports. Think about calculations that will need to be made. For example, ask what data items are needed to create NRS table 1, which reports students by level and ethnicity. Then, be sure that the system collects or calculates such data—in this case, educational level and ethnicity information for each student. Exhibit 2–7 lists some basic data elements that you will want your system to maintain.
Data, such as the number of contact hours, test scores, individual goals, and basic student demographics are required for reporting. Additional items, such as class schedules, may be useful for program monitoring and improvement. Some items, such as government-issued identification numbers, are necessary for matching student information that is stored in an NRS database with GED recipient information that is stored in another database. 
You also will need to consider the data functions that your system must perform. At a minimum, you will want your system to support the basic functions of intake, placement, enrollment, separation, attendance, and achievement recordkeeping. A list of these functions is presented in exhibit 2–8.
[bookmark: _Toc313635103]Accuracy
As a data detective, you must have accurate data to identify problems, make information-based decisions, and tell the story of adult education in your state. Your data system can offer features to ensure that users follow operating procedures and enter information accurately. Without such features you would need to go through an additional, labor-intensive effort to validate your data and make corrections before generating usable data. Despite your best efforts, data errors can go undetected and lead to inaccuracies, which undermine the purpose of your data system.
[bookmark: _Toc313635381]
Exhibit 2–7. Data Elements
	Student Contact Information
	

	Name
Mailing address
	Phone number
E-mail address

	[bookmark: _GoBack]Student Demographics
	

	Date of birth
Gender
Ethnicity
Environment 
Family literacy
Workplace literacy
Homeless
Work-based project learner (WBPL)
Correctional
	Secondary status measures
Low income
Displaced homemaker
Single parent
Displaced worker
Learning disabled
Disability information
Employment status
Public assistance
Community type 
Rural
Urban

	Student Goals and Achievements
	

	Attendance goals
Core achievements 
Entered employment
Retained employment
Obtained GED 
Entered postsecondary education
	Secondary achievements
Achieved WBPL goal
Left public assistance
Achieved citizenship goals
Increased involvement in child’s education
Increased involvement in child’s literacy activities
Voted or registered to vote
Increased involvement in community affairs

	Student Enrollment Information
	

	Program Type 
ABE (Adult Basic Education)
ASE (Adult Secondary Education)
ESL (English-as-a-Second Language)
	Enrollment date
Separation date

	Student Assessment Information
	

	Test scores and dates
	Functioning levels

	Student Attendance
	

	Contact hours and dates
	

	Staff Information
	

	Function 
Teacher
Counselor
Paraprofessional
Local administrator
State-level administrator
	Status 
Full time
Part time
Volunteer




[bookmark: _Toc313635382]Exhibit 2–8. NRS Data System Functions
	Function
	Description

	Intake
	Collects basic demographic, goals, needs, and contact information about student for NRS reporting

	Testing and placement
	Provides place to record test scores and automatically places student in a level

	Enrollment
	Registers student in class

	Attendance
	Provides a way of entering contact hours for each student

	Achievement
	Provides a way of recording such student achievements as getting a GED, retaining employment, and so on

	Separation
	Provides the means for recording student separation from a program

	Reporting
	Provides reports to meet NRS requirements, program monitoring, or program operations


To identify checks that facilitate accuracy, think about the data items that will be used by your system and where NRS or state operating rules relate to particular system functions. Then determine how the system might help to enforce each rule. The following list provides some examples of useful data checks:
Since students must be at least 16 years old to enroll in an adult education program, require an age check when a student’s date of birth is entered. 
To help ensure that students are pretested, do not allow the system to enroll a student before he or she is given a pretest. 
Scale scores for each assessment so that they fall within certain ranges and program the system to check for data entry errors.
Achievement of certain goals, such as retained employment, must be verified a certain number of months after separation. Have the system prevent entry of achievement before the prescribed time period is over.
Students are not counted on NRS tables until they have reached 12 contact hours. Have the system check contact hours of students so that they are not counted incorrectly.
For best results, check data for accuracy at the earliest possible moment—when data are entered. If data checking upon entry is not feasible, then you may need to run a report or have the system periodically check for common problems. Automatically generated e-mail messages can alert state and local program staff to data issues that arise. Some examples of helpful reports include the following:
A report of students, who are not separated and who have not had contact hours for a long time, to identify missing separation dates or attendance information
Comparisons of monthly attendance information or achievement across years to detect possible entry errors or anomalies
[bookmark: _Toc313635104]Recency
Data detective work also requires the most up-to-date data. Your system can encourage timeliness by streamlining the process for submitting data to the state and by motivating users to enter data accurately. For example, by making your system Web based, program staff need not worry about physically submitting their data to the state, because student records are maintained in a centralized database that state and program staff can access. Other system features that will help keep your data current are data checks and alerts, good usability, and periodic reports.
Data checks and alerts. Build in data checks, reminders, and alerts that identify missing data. Include reports that compare counts or other statistics across periods to identify anomalies. For example, an intake report that identifies a drop-off in the number of intakes might suggest missing data. Also, consider sending e-mail messages weekly or monthly to remind program staff to enter the latest attendance records or test scores. Have the system check that important items, such as student name and test scores, are entered. You can build in reports that help to identify data problems. For example, you can have your system check month-over-month totals for intakes, contact hours, assessments given, and so on to identify potential issues with missing data.
Usability. Systems that are easy or fun to operate are more likely to be used regularly and will therefore be more up to date. One way to identify useful features is by asking system users how the data system might help them do their jobs more effectively. Also, consider making ease-of-use a criterion for selecting one system or design over another. Include features that are attractively and effectively laid out. This can save time, reduce errors, and increase user satisfaction. Also, build in useful reports and other features that offer convenience and flexibility.
Reports. As discussed earlier, data reports that engage and motivate staff offer options that make their jobs easier. For example, a report for teachers that shows contact hours for each student (important information for determining when to posttest) can provide incentive for entering data in a timely way. Making features convenient and reliable is also a great motivator. 
[bookmark: _Toc313635105]Identifying Trends
As a data detective, many analyses will require you to look at data over time. Historical trends that provide information about past performance and student characteristics can help you manage your program better because they provide a gauge of activity over time. In addition, trends can help motivate staff by allowing documentation of improvements that staff implement or other changes to instruction and students who are enrolled. 
To get trend data from your data system, you have to plan for it. The database must have design and data elements that allow you to organize and report data over time. A data system will have the ability to manage longitudinal data if it has the following features:
Includes a unique identifier for each student, while preserving student privacy. Each student should be identified by a unique student ID number that links that student to his or her relevant information. Individual student records with student ID numbers will allow you to reorganize and reanalyze data from different perspectives and answer unanticipated questions.
Has complete data that are consistent over time. Changes in data coding, contents, or structure can make finding or calculating consistent measures across years difficult.
Includes students’ pre- and posttest scale scores. Your data system must include scaled test scores, with subject area and date of test, if you want to use these data to examine student performance. 
Clearly dates time-dependent events, such as enter a program, testing, and goal achievement. Dating allows you to distinguish similar events that occur at different times. One method for doing this is to date stamp records automatically. 
Clearly distinguishes between missing data and negative responses. Designating negative responses with a value (e.g., no = 0) rather than leaving them blank makes it easier to distinguish between a true negative response and missing data (a blank).
Creates mechanisms to export data by a range of dates. Date ranges enable you to examine program characteristics at a point in time or over a period of years.
[bookmark: _Toc313635106]Putting the Pieces Together
Building an effective data system requires a methodical planning and implementation process to create a comprehensive requirements document. Exhibit 2–9 outlines the steps of a requirements gathering process that leads toward the creation of a system to meet the needs of the data detective. You can use this exhibit to track your progress through each of the steps and to create your data system requirements document.
A good requirements document might also help you to identify procedural changes that improve data quality without requiring a new system. For example, if you identify timeliness of data as a problem, then you can send e-mail alerts manually to encourage local programs to keep their data up to date. Understanding your requirements and constraints might lead you to offer tips for entering accurate data or for complying with state adult education operating rules.
Even if your state is not ready to create a new data system, you can use your requirements document to refine an existing data system. For example, your requirements gathering activities may lead you to add reports to an existing system to detect data problems or automatically generate alerts that remind local program staff to update their data. 
Whether you build a system from scratch, revise a current system, or make no changes at all, a review of your data system’s needs may provide just the boost that you need to improve the quality and usefulness of your data. Thoughtfully developed systems provide NRS reports more easily, support program operations more effectively, and answer questions to help you provide better and better adult education services in your state. In short, it pays to prepare yourself to be a data detective.
[bookmark: _Toc313635383]
Exhibit 2–9. Requirements Checklist: Steps to Developing an NRS Data System
	Review Program Requirements

	Before identifying requirements, review NRS and state adult education requirements, rules, operating procedures, and goals. To do this, refer to the documents available, especially Implementation Guidelines, on the NRSWeb site. You may also want to talk with colleagues about systems in their states that have similar needs. Understanding system goals helps you to focus on the most important range of specific needs.

	Identify System Users

	The requirements for your system should reflect the needs of each of its users. A user is anyone who operates a system or receives information from it. To assure that you collect a complete set of requirements, you should know who all of its users are. Typically an NRS data system has both state- and program-level users. Each has its own needs based on job responsibilities
State-level users
Check that data are complete, accurate, and up to date
Analyze data to assess program quality and opportunities for improvement
Conduct follow-up surveys or data-matching activities to track achievement of goals
Prepare federal reports (NRS tables)
Prepare state-level reports
Program-level users
Perform intake of new students
Track attendance and contact hours
Conduct posttesting and placement in appropriate class
Check that data are complete, accurate, and up to date
Analyze data to assess program quality and opportunities for improvement

	Identify System Requirements

	From each group of users that you have identified, learn about particular reporting and operational needs: 
Data they require 
Reports that they read 
System functions that support their job responsibilities
Specifically:
Find out what data each function needs as inputs and what data they generate 
Determine how functions provide information to each other 
Ask what users like and dislike about the current system 
Identify operational constraints, such as geography, tech savvyness, need for data security and privacy, and so on. 
Ask whether the system will need to connect with other systems (e.g., for data matching)
Try to anticipate changes that may be required over a period of years. 
Identify existing technology infrastructure expertise and constraints within your organization to determine which operating hardware and software platforms might be most relevant


[bookmark: _Toc313635384]
Exhibit 2–9. Requirements Checklist: Steps to Developing an NRS
Data System (continued)
	Write Requirements Document

	A complete and thoughtful requirements document will help you take the next steps toward developing your system. It should include the following information:
Description of user groups
Data items required
System functions needed
Technical constraints of your organization (infrastructure and expertise)
Privacy and security needs
Connections with other systems
Other considerations, such as tech savvyness, location of uses, and so on

	Review Requirements

	Whether you buy or build your NRS data system, a complete and accurate requirements document can be extremely valuable. It can provide much of the content that you need to include in an RFP or be used by your technical team for creating a technical specification for an in-house system.
When you put your requirements down on paper, you have an opportunity to review them for completeness and accuracy. Based on your review, you can revise the requirements if necessary.
When the bulk of your work is done, ask your requirements gathering team to review the requirements. Then, offer users an opportunity to provide feedback. It pays to review your requirements. The problems that you find during this process will cost far less to fix at this stage than they will later on.

	Finalize Requirements Document

	Your finalized requirements document is a powerful tool for buying or building an information system.
As the product of a collaborative effort, your requirements document helps to ensure that everyone understands and agrees on your system’s requirements. 
As a needs communication tool, your requirements document helps vendors and system developers respond more thoughtfully to your requirements and may lead to more reliable cost estimates as well. 
As a blueprint, your requirements document can be useful in creating procedures for testing that a new system is truly ready for use.
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[bookmark: _Toc313635107]Chapter 3
Policies and Procedures: Assessment, Goal Setting,
and Follow-Up
When you have your data collection and systems in place and working well, you can turn to using the data. In particular, you can focus on three core areas of NRS: assessment, goal setting, and follow-up. Within each of these areas, you will likely want to gauge your data quality and get a sense of how your programs perform over time and perhaps relative to others or to the state standard. After you have a sense of where things are now (current data) and how they got there (trend data), you can begin to building on your strengths to improve the data and the program overall. 
Even if you cannot be onsite with each program, you do not have to remain in the dark. With a little creativity, you can generate reports that will give you clues about the procedures used by the sites, the quality of their data, and the variation within and across programs. You can then use this information along with clues that you get from reports on outcomes to determine where you might help or to identify best practices to disseminate. Sharing the data with program staff may also motivate further data exploration, data sharing, and, ultimately, the improvement of programs. Data detective work serves all of these purposes—including monitoring programs for compliance; assessing the quality of the program data; understanding programs and the differences among them; identifying technical assistance needs; and highlighting areas for further investigation, such as programs that stand out and may offer best practices to share. In this chapter, we group these purposes into two broad categories:
Data quality
Program improvement
Data quality covers issues related to the reliability and validity of the data and ways to assess compliance. Program improvement covers the remaining purposes, such as the disaggregation of outcome data to learn more about gains of subgroups and graphs that provide local staff with information that is useful to daily program management.
This chapter offers examples of how to ask questions of and analyze data related to data quality and program improvement. It is divided into the three topic areas: assessment, goal setting, and follow-up. After a brief introduction to the topic, we summarize the NRS Implementation Guidelines related to each. For example, in the assessment section, we discuss the requirement for a state assessment policy and what features that good assessment must have. These summaries are meant to remind you of the basic requirements; they are not comprehensive. For more detailed information, you should see the revised Implementation Guidelines at http://www.nrsweb.org.
The remainder of each section provides a list of sample questions, which is followed by examples of graphs, charts, or tables that are related to each question. These examples are divided into data quality and program improvement categories, although clearly there is much overlap. We hope that you go beyond the examples presented here; they are meant to be a springboard for ideas that will be tailored to the information needs of you and your state and local programs. The electronic versions of the companion workbooks (for state/program staff and teachers) provide templates that you can use and modify. Sample reports, using the templates, and Excel files can be downloaded from http://www.nrsweb.org and modified. 
[bookmark: _Toc313635108]Assessment
Assessments are essential to NRS; they quantify how much our students are learning and help to determine educational gain. This section of the guide presents an overview of assessment issues, including how assessment is defined by NRS and the main types of assessment. The next section reviews NRS assessment procedures, such as making sure that an assessment’s multiple forms are used correctly. The third section explores the use of assessment data to improve data quality and the program itself.
[bookmark: _Toc313635109][bookmark: _Toc128992792]Overview of Assessment
Educational gain measures students’ improvement in literacy skills as a result of instruction. The NRS requires local programs to assess gain by administering standardized pre- and post-assessments to students, following valid administration procedures (e.g., use an appropriate assessment, use different forms of the test for pre- and posttesting). More generally, assessment serves three purposes: It provides diagnostic information (formative assessments), evaluates student progress (summative assessment), and evaluates the overall performance of various entities (e.g., class, program, state). Most assessment tools use two types of questions or tasks: selected-response items and constructed-response items, which include performance-based assessments. 
[bookmark: _Toc128992801]The two most common types of tests are criterion-referenced tests and norm-referenced tests. The type of test selected should be based on the information that you are most interested in knowing about your students. Pre- and posttests are available in both formats. The main difference between these two types of tests is that criterion-referenced tests compare a student to a predetermined set of standards (regardless of other students); norm-referenced tests compare a student to other students who took the same test. However, note that these two categories of tests are not mutually exclusive. Norming data can be collected for a criterion-referenced test, and a norm-referenced test can be linked to criterion scales through consultation with content experts in a given field, as is the case when assessments are mapped to the NRS educational functioning levels.
[bookmark: _Toc313635110]NRS Assessment Requirements
To help ensure uniform assessment procedures, the NRS requires each state to have an assessment policy that identifies the assessments that programs can use; describes administration procedures, including staff training; and explains how programs are to use assessment data to place students and determine educational gain for NRS reporting. States are responsible for ensuring that local programs follow the procedures to implement these policies when administering assessments for the NRS. These procedures are summarized below.
[bookmark: _Toc313635111]Selecting Assessments
States must require local programs to measure educational gain with standardized assessments that are approved per the NRS framework. Assessments acceptable for use for accountability reporting within the NRS must meet rigorous psychometric standards set by professional assessment organizations.[footnoteRef:1] The U.S. Department of Education reviews and approves assessments that meet these standards for use in the NRS. Exhibit 3–1 summarizes the review criteria. [1: See, for example, Mislevy, R. J., & Knowles, K. T. (2002). Performance Assessments for Adult Education: Exploring the Measurement Issues.  National Academy of Sciences.] 

[bookmark: _Toc313635112]Does an Assessment Meet NRS Requirements?
[bookmark: _Toc313635113]What is the intended purpose of the instrument?
What does the instrument’s technical manual say about the purpose of the instrument and how does this match the requirements of the NRS (e.g., maps to NRS functioning level descriptors, uses multiple parallel forms)?
[bookmark: _Toc313635114]What procedures were used to develop and maintain the instrument?
How was the instrument developed? How similar was the sample[s] of examinees that was used to develop/evaluate the instrument to the adult education population?
How is the instrument maintained? How frequently, if ever, are new forms of the instrument developed? What steps are taken to ensure the comparability of scores across forms?
[bookmark: _Toc313635115]Does the assessment match the content of the NRS educational functioning level descriptors?
How adequate are the items/tasks on the instrument at covering the skills used to describe the NRS educational functioning levels? (Note: It is possible for an instrument to be appropriate for measuring proficiency at some levels but not at others.)
What procedures were used to establish the content validity of the instrument? How many subject matter experts provided judgments that linked the items/tasks to the educational functioning level descriptors and what were their qualifications? To what extent did their judgments agree?
[bookmark: _Toc313635116]Can the scores on the assessment match the NRS educational functioning levels?
What standard setting procedures were used to establish cut scores for transforming raw scores on the instrument to estimates of an examinee’s NRS educational functioning level?
What is the standard error of each cut score and how was it established?
[bookmark: _Toc313635117]Is there evidence of reliability and classification consistency?
What is the correlation between raw scores across alternate forms of the instrument? What is the consistency with which examinees are classified into the same NRS educational functioning level across forms?
How adequate was the research design that led to these estimates? What was the size of the sample? How similar was the sample used in the data collection to that of the adult education population? What steps were taken to ensure the motivation of the examinees?
[bookmark: _Toc313635118]Has construct validity of the assessment been demonstrated?
To what extent do scores and/or educational functioning classifications associated with the instrument correlate (or agree) with scores or classifications associated with other instruments already approved by the U.S. Department of Education for assessing educational gain?
What other evidence is available to demonstrate whether the instrument measures gains in educational functioning that results from adult education and not some other construct-irrelevant variables, such as practice effects?
[bookmark: _Toc313635119]Administering Assessments
Assessments designed for multiple administrations on the same students, such as for pre- and posttesting, have different but equivalent versions or forms. In addition, some tests, such as Test for Adult Basic Education (TABE), have different forms for student proficiency levels (e.g., “easy” and “hard”). Programs must pre- and posttest with the appropriate alternate forms, as determined by test publisher’s guidelines and described in state policy. If available, programs should administer a locator test for guidance on the appropriate pretest to use.
Programs should also administer the initial assessment to students at a uniform time (as determined by the state) shortly after intake and administer the posttest at a time designated by state policy. This time may be after a set number of instructional hours or months of instruction and should be long enough after the pretest to allow the test to measure gains, as determined by the test’s publisher. 
The state should ensure that all local program staff who administers assessments receives training on proper administration procedures. Such training should be provided on an ongoing basis to accommodate new staff and to refresh staff that had training earlier. These procedures include the steps described previously (i.e., using the correct form of the assessment and administering it at the proper time) and also include following the publisher’s procedures for giving directions to students, timing the assessment, and not providing help to students. Also, assessments should be administered under good conditions (e.g., in a well-lit, quiet room).
[bookmark: _Toc313635120]Using Assessment Data
Using the results of the initial assessment, programs should place students at the appropriate NRS educational functioning level or the equivalent state level. Program staff must follow the score ranges, which are identified by the state and conform to NRS levels, to place students within each educational functioning level. If multiple skill areas are assessed and the student has differing abilities in each area, then NRS policy requires that the program place the student according to the lowest skill area.
Educational gain is determined by comparing the student’s initial educational functioning level with the educational functioning level measured by the follow-up assessment or posttest. To allow local programs to determine gain, program staff must follow the state policy for advancing students according to their posttest scores. The state policy must reflect the NRS test benchmarks for the educational levels. If a student is not posttested, no advancement can be determined for that student. The student must remain in the same level as initially placed for NRS reporting.
Exhibit 3–2 summarizes NRS assessment requirements and Implementation Guidelines. The NRSWeb site provides more information about a range of assessment issues.
[bookmark: _Toc313635385]Exhibit 3–1. Assessment Procedures Reflecting Required NRS Policy
	Selecting Assessments

	Designate standardized assessments

	Administering Assessments

	Designate use of different forms or versions of the assessment at each administration
Establish a uniform time to administer the initial assessment
Establish a uniform time for posttest based on guidelines from the test’s publisher
Train staff to administer assessments

	Using Assessment Data

	Develop procedures for student placement based on the initial assessment
Develop a level advancement policy based on the posttest


[bookmark: _Toc313635121]Data Detective in Assessment
Undoubtedly, you cannot be onsite with each program as much as you would like to be, but that does not mean that you have to wait to check for compliance or to give program-specific technical assistance. That is what being a data detective is all about. But how do you begin? Beginning to look at your assessment data can be a bit daunting; there are so many potential questions to ask.
We begin with assessment because in many ways, it is the core of the NRS; assessment scores tell us whether our students are becoming more literate. The initial questions ask about the number of students completing a level. We may also want to know whether our program shows increases or decreases in students completing a level. Each of these questions may lead to further questions that may then lead to program improvement by motivating people at various levels to make changes. For example, if you find that one of your programs has performed consistently for the past 5 years, but this year showed a large increase in the numbers of students completing a level, you may call that program director to see what has happened to cause the change. The program director may have put new procedures in place or made other changes and that can be shared with other programs. We cover these mostly outcome-based questions in the Program Improvement section. 
Before you ask those questions, however, it is a good idea to get a sense of your assessment data’s reliability and validity. If your data are not accurate descriptions of reality, then there is no reason to use those data to answer questions. Data quality includes assessing compliance with the state NRS assessment policy and Implementation Guidelines. For example, if you have a program that uses the same form of an assessment as both a pre- and posttest, which is incorrect, then the scores for those students will likely be artificially high because they have seen the test questions before. 
Thus, we begin, as you should, with the more basic data quality questions and then, after we have indications of the data’s quality, turn to the program improvement questions.
[bookmark: _Toc313635122]Data Quality
A sample list of questions to ask when exploring the quality of NRS assessment data is presented in exhibit 3–3. These are just a sample of the multitude of questions that you could ask to explore your data. These questions are meant to serve as examples to get you started. Each of the questions is examined below. The NRS Data Detective Workbook for States and Programs, Data Detective Workbook for Teachers, and the accompanying completed sample workbooks provide data and examples for each of these questions. The examples below focus on the state administrator level.
[bookmark: _Toc313635386]Exhibit 3–3. Data Quality Questions for Assessment
	Data Quality Questions

	DQ #1. How many students have pre- and posttest data? 

	DQ #2. How has the percentage of students with pre- and posttest data changed over time? 

	DQ #3. Which students are not tested? 

	DQ #4. Are pre- and posttests given at the right time? 

	DQ #5. Are the right tests given? 

	DQ #6. Are the percentages of completers relatively stable? 


[bookmark: _Toc313635123]DQ #1. How many students have pre- and posttest data?
Of all the participants (state defined) in the program, how many have valid pre- and posttest data? A low percentage tells you that programs are not posttesting students, the impact of the program on many students is being missed, and the assessment data collectively are not necessarily an accurate reflection of the program’s effectiveness. A high percentage tells you that programs are doing a good job assessing students and following assessment policy. The data on completion rates will accurately reflect the program’s impact. 
One way to examine the number being pre- and posttested is to create a graph of the state average percentage of students who have both pre- and posttest scores (with a denominator of all participants) and compare the percentage with the percentages of each program. If your state has a pre- and posttest standard, then you can include it as a line across the graph, as shown in exhibit 3–4. You can discuss the following questions about the graph with state and local staff. 
How does the overall percentage compare to your state standard? If the average approaches the standard or another goal, what would raise the average enough to meet it?
How different is that percentage across programs?
Which programs have the highest and which have lowest averages?
Asking programs with the lowest percentages what they believe may have caused their low averages and what they may be able to do to increase that rate may be a good place to start. Another option is to ask programs with the highest percentages what procedures they instituted to get such high rates and share that knowledge with other programs.
[bookmark: _Toc313635387]Exhibit 3–4. Percentages of Students with Pre- and Posttest Data
PY 2004–05
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[bookmark: _Toc313635124]DQ #2. How has the percentage of students with pre- and posttest data changed over time? 
The point of this question is to assess both the reliability of the data and the direction of the trend. If the number of students reporting both pre- and posttest scores is significantly decreasing in a program, then you may want to make sure that the local administrators and teachers are aware of the trend. An erratic trend line may suggest data quality problems.
A simple way to check the reliability of data is to do a trend graph that charts the average overall and program-specific percentages of students who have both pre- and posttest scores (with a denominator of all participants) over time (e.g., 3 years). A zigzag pattern suggests that there is a lot of error in the measurement of your data. A general rule of thumb is that a 10 percentage point jump merits a question. However, when examining trends as percentages, it is important to keep in mind that size matters—the smaller the size, the greater the chance that the percentage is misleading. For example, if a small program of 100 goes from 20 to 30 completions in 1 year, then it changed more than 10 percentage points but it may not merit further investigation.
The programs in exhibit 3–5 show fairly steady trend lines. However, Program 2 shows a zigzag pattern that calls into question the reliability of that program’s data. What would cause the trend line to make such jumps? There may be an explanation, but the data merit seeking out reasons for the extreme changes. Specific questions you could ask are:
[bookmark: _Toc313635388]Exhibit 3–5. Percentage of Students with Pre- and Posttest Data
PY 2000–01 to PY 2004–05
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Did the percentage change by more than 10 percentage points from last year?
Is the trend line going up and down or does it shown a clear pattern (e.g., steadily decreasing or increasing)?
Have specific programs made steady gains in getting pre- and posttests for students? Or conversely, have specific programs shown steady decreases?
You can also use this type of graph to assess trends and visually inspect whether more students proportionately have both pre- and posttests than before. Downward trends may be signals that new procedures need to be put into place or that more training is needed. Comparing one program to other programs or the state provides context; it may be that all are increasing or decreasing for the same reasons. A trend going opposite the majority of other programs may merit a closer look.
[bookmark: _Toc313635125]DQ #3. Which students are not tested?
Are any subgroups of participants not represented in the assessment data? It may be, for example, that high-level ASE students have proportionately fewer pre- and posttest data. This disproportionate finding may be the result of any number of circumstances, such as this group is served disproportionately by programs that need to improve their pre- and posttest procedures or that these students, for example, stay a short while only to brush up on the GED tests and do not get posttested. In the latter case, new procedures may be put into place to ensure that such students get posttested.
A simple way to examine this issue is to graph the average number of students in the state who have both pre- and posttest scores by program area (or demographic groups) and draw the state standard as a line across the graph. Discuss the following with program staff:
Are all subgroups about the same proportion with and without?
Is there any group that shows a disproportionately smaller number of participants who have pre- and posttest data?
For example, in exhibit 3–6, an administrator may want to look into why Beginning Literacy and Low Intermediate levels had a disproportionately higher number of students without pre- and posttest data in program year (PY) 2004–05. 
This question also may apply to disaggregating by any demographic group. For example, you may find that younger students have a smaller percentage of pre- and posttested students than older students.
[bookmark: _Toc313635389]Exhibit 3–6. Numbers of Students With and Without Both Pre- and Posttest Data by ABE level PY 2004–05
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[bookmark: _Toc313635126]DQ #4. Are pre- and posttests given at the right time?
The state assessment policy must set a standard time between pre- and posttests that is consistent with the test publisher’s guidelines. If pretests are given late, the student may have already had gains that will be included as baseline (preprogram) instead of being counted as the outcome of the program, which dilutes the effect of the instruction in the data. If posttests are given too early or too late, the data give a skewed picture of the program’s impact and gains among programs may be due to differences in posttesting time.
An administrator may wish to examine when students are pretested to ensure that testing is occurring at the right time. That administrator could plot the number of days between admission and pretest for each student, perhaps coding by class to see which teachers are pretesting appropriately (see exhibit 3–7).
[bookmark: _Toc313635390]Exhibit 3–7. Days Between Admission and Pre-test PY 2004–05

This type of graph also makes it easy for the data detective to see when data fall out of the correct range and ensure that the average (mean) is plausible.
Good practice includes always asking for descriptive statistics on each element or variable in your database. In most statistical software programs, descriptive statistics will include the mean and range among other statistics. If you’re a visual person, then ask for a histogram (frequency distribution) of each element. The example of the histogram in exhibit 3–8 was created by graphing the percentage of students by the amount of time between pre- and posttests. You can use a histogram in your detective work to help answer such questions as:
What percentage of students is outside the recommended or standard range?
How do programs compare?
Which program has the highest percentage of students with posttests past the standard? 
[bookmark: _Toc313635391]Exhibit 3–8. Percentages of Students Grouped by Hours
Between Pre- and Posttest PY 2004–05

[bookmark: _Toc313635127]DQ #5. Are the right tests given?
Do programs use the right forms and levels of tests that are approved by the state and meet NRS and state requirements for assessments? Which tests are programs using? Are most programs using the same tests? If they are, then there are opportunities for data comparisons and shared assessment resources (e.g., assessment training). Graph the number of programs using each type of pre- and posttest (consider weighting by funding) by level and consider:
Which tests do programs report using?
To what extent might the programs that share assessments also share resources? 
Do these programs have similar data quality issues that they might address jointly?
In exhibit 3–9, the TABE and assessments in the “other” category have a number of students getting the same exact assessment at pretest and at posttest. Having the same assessment, these students may be able to do better (or faster on some questions, leaving more time to do better on hard questions) just because they remember some of the test. Refer to the state policy for pre- and posttesting to ensure that programs are following the standards.
[bookmark: _Toc313635392]Exhibit 3–9. Students Given Different Forms (Correct) or the Same
Forms (Incorrect) for Pre- and Posttest, PY 2004–05
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[bookmark: _Toc313635128]DQ #6. Are the percentages of completers relatively stable?
Because assessment data are used to compute the numbers of completers, another part of an assessment data quality check is to examine the stability of the completion data. If the data jump significantly up and down from year to year without any particular reason, then this suggests that the data may have quality issues or perhaps that new procedures were implemented to improve completion rates. Similar to reading an outdoor thermometer, one expects some changes in the temperature day-to-day, but not freezing weather followed by a summer day. Also like the weather, sometimes jumps this large do happen. The administrator should watch the trend over time to look for explanations in significant, repeated jumps. 
Graphing the completion rates over time (e.g., month to month, quarterly, or over the past 3 years) for each program area (ABE, ASE, ESL) statewide allows you to address these issues by considering the following questions:
Is the trend stable? Does it show a clear pattern (straight), either steadily decreasing or increasing? Or does the average bounce up and down (jagged)?
How does the state trend line compare with program trend lines?
Did completion rates change by more than 10 percentage points from year to year?
Which programs may be contributing to the instability?
The sample line graph of Program 3 in exhibit 3–10 stands out as fluctuating more than the other programs. Program 4 shows a typical trend of programs starting a new data system: Some early jumps with a trend seeming to emerge. Program 2 remained fairly stable across the 5 years. 
The Sample Workbook for States and Programs and Sample Workbook for Teachers provide additional details on some of the examples presented above, including observations, follow-up questions, and next steps for each of the data quality questions. 
[bookmark: _Toc313635393]Exhibit 3–10. ABE Completion Rates PY 2000–01 to PY 2004–05

[bookmark: _Toc313635129]Program Improvement
Assessment data also lend themselves to use for program improvement. Knowing which programs are producing the largest gains on assessment, for example, may provide suggestions for successful practices that may be implemented at other sites. 
Questions to ask when exploring program improvement within assessment data are presented in exhibit 3–11. The questions focus on completion rates, comparisons, trends, and disaggregations of assessment data. For example, how do your completion rates compare to the state average, other programs, or to the state standard? You may also wish to compare completion rates of subgroups. If they are higher, what lessons might they offer other programs? If lower, what assistance might be needed to remove barriers to better performance? In addition, you may want to examine whether your completion rates are increasing or decreasing. The examples below focus on program improvement questions at the state-administrator level. 
[bookmark: _Toc313635394]
Exhibit 3–11. Program Improvement Questions for Assessment
	Program Improvement Questions

	PI #1. How do completion rates compare with the state average, state standard, and/or other programs? 

	PI #2. What are the trends in completion rates and how do they compare with the state average, state standard, and/or other programs? 

	PI #3. What are the completion rates by student goal?

	PI #4. How do completion rates of subgroups (e.g., demographic, geographic) compare within a program?

	PI #5. How have the completion rates for subgroups changed over time? 

	PI #6. What is the relationship of completion rates to attendance? 

	PI #7. What is the investment per completer (program efficiency) and how does it compare by program?

	PI #8. How has efficiency changed over time? 


[bookmark: _Toc313635130]PI #1. How do completion rates compare with the state average, state standard, and/or other programs?
 Identifying which programs are excelling and which are farthest behind may help you to target more effectively your assistance. For example, the top programs may offer effective practices that may be shared with other programs. For the programs with the lowest completion rates, you could calculate the impact on the statewide average of moving the largest of the lowest programs up by just a few percentage points; this may serve as motivation for the program and justification for your time to be allocated disproportionately to assisting that program. You can also use these comparisons to motivate lower performing programs to improve and to reward higher performing programs. 
[bookmark: OLE_LINK1][bookmark: OLE_LINK2]Comparing percentages of students in ABE, who completed one or more levels, with the state average and standard (if you have one) will serve as the basis for discussing the following topics: 
Does the state’s average completion rate exceed the standard? If yes, by how much?
Are more programs above or below the state standard?
Which programs are farthest below and which are farthest above?
How different are the highest and lowest percentages?
In exhibit 3–12, Programs 1, 2, and 3 meet or exceed the standard but Program 4 does not. If this state had only four programs, it would be clear that the statewide average would exceed the standard with only a small improvement by Program 4. That number—the percentage of completers that Program 4 would need in order to make the State average exceed the standard assuming all other programs remained the same—could be calculated and become a goal for Program 4.


[bookmark: _Toc313635395]Exhibit 3–12. ABE Low Intermediate Completion Rates by Program and Compared to Statewide Average and State Standard PY 2004–05

Another way to address this question is to look at the number of students completing a level. In looking at ABE levels in exhibit 3–13, Program 4 has the most students completing a level and Program 2 has the fewest. It is useful to know which programs are contributing the largest number of students, but remember that this is not the same as which program is producing the greatest percentage of completers. For example, if Programs 2 and 4 are the same size, then the difference in the numbers of completers means that Program 4 is about two times as successful in student completion as Program 2. However, if Program 2 is half the size of Program 4, then the two programs are doing about equally well across the levels.
[bookmark: _Toc313635396]Exhibit 3–13. Numbers of Students Completing One or More
ABE Levels PY 2004–05

[bookmark: _Toc313635131]PI #2. What are the trends in completion rates and how do they compare with the state average, state standard, and/or other programs?
Which programs are showing significant improvements in completion rates? Which are dropping off? It may be that programs themselves are not tracking this information and would find it useful to have their own trend data. The data could be provided with the statewide trend data, so programs can see whether they are moving with or against state trends.
Graph the completion rates over time (e.g., minimum 3 years) for each type of program area, either for all ABE students or for one level (e.g., ABE Beginning Literacy). Include the statewide data as a comparison and mark the state standard and average across the graph, as is done in exhibit 3–14. As you look at the graphed data, some questions you will want to ask include the following:
How does the state trend compare with the others?
Are there specific programs that have made steady gains in completion rates? Or conversely, have the completion rates of some programs decreased steadily?
You can also create this chart as a line graph, as shown previously for DQ #6.
[bookmark: _Toc313635397]Exhibit 3–14. ABE Program Completion Rates Compared to the
State Average and Standard, PY 2000–01 through 2004–05

[bookmark: _Toc313635132]PI #3. What are the completion rates by student goal?
You may also want to examine how student goal setting relates to completion rates. For example, do students who have passed the GED as their primary goal actually show higher rates of completion than those who have another primary goal? It may be that at some programs, the relationship is very strong and at others relatively weak. 
For example, you can examine this question by graphing the average rate of ABE completion for students who had high school completion as their primary goal compared with those who did not have it as a goal and ask the following questions:
Are there differences if the students had high school completion as their primary goal? 
Does the relationship between the goal and completion rate differ across programs?
Looking at exhibit 3–15, you will notice that Programs 2 and 3 show that students with high school completion as a goal actually completed one or more levels at higher rates. Program 4 showed the reverse pattern, which may be worth exploring. 
[bookmark: _Toc313635398]Exhibit 3–15. Completion Rates of All ABE Participants by Goals
PY 2004–05

[bookmark: _Toc313635133]PI #4. How do completion rates of subgroups (e.g., demographic, geographic) compare within a program?
Your data system should allow you to disaggregate your data. Chances are that you will want to examine at least one subgroup within your state. For example, you may want to look at your suburban programs verses your city programs. You might want to know whether there is a demographic group that is completing one or more levels at a significantly higher rate than other groups. If one group is standing out as high or low, an investigation into why may yield some successful practice suggestions. 
Graph completion rates by race/ethnicity and gender and ask the following questions:
Are any subgroup completion rates above or below the others?
How do they compare?
Which groups have the highest or lowest rates of completion?
Exhibit 3–16 is less complicated than it may look. The largest group of students overall, including both completers and noncompleters, is the Hispanic or Latino group. This group also shows a disproportionately high number of students completing one or more levels across the program areas. White students, both male and female, on the other hand, show a disproportionately high number of noncompleters. Overall, females completed at slightly higher rates than males.
[bookmark: _Toc313635399]Exhibit 3–16. Numbers of Completers by Demographic Group
PY 2004–05

[bookmark: _Toc313635134]PI #5. How have completion rates for subgroups changed over time?
Looking at the percentage of completers in each demographic group and how it changes over time may be useful, particularly in areas where certain population groups are on the rise. For example, if there is a new immigrant group, examining the data will reveal which programs are consistently improving completion rates for this group. You will want to examine both the demographic changes (the increase or decrease in the number of students attending the programs) and completion rates. 
Graph completion rates by demographic group, such as age, race/ethnicity, and gender, over the past few years (e.g., 3–5 years). Do any subgroups show trends that differ from others? Why might they be increasing or decreasing?
In exhibit 3–17, the 16–18 year olds and the 25–34 year olds show increasing completion trends; a greater percentage of these students are completing now than they were 5 years ago. The 60+ age group shows the opposite trend. These patterns may be due to the size of the participant groups and the market forces on them. For example, if one age group has higher unemployment than another, that group may participate in adult education at higher numbers but complete less often because the group has different motivations for taking classes.
[bookmark: _Toc313635400]Exhibit 3–17. Statewide Completion Rates by Age Group 
PY 2000–01 through 2004–05
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[bookmark: _Toc313635135]PI #6. What is the relationship of completion rates to attendance?
The more regularly a student attends a program, the more likely that student should be to show improvement from pre- to posttest. If there is not a clear relationship, then you may rightly question why not. It is difficult to show a clear correspondence between attendance and outcomes, but you might want to examine it for clues to data quality issues (e.g., the hours are not accurate or the student is not getting the posttest when he or she should be) or for the need to improve programs, such as increasing the number of instructional hours that programs offer. Examining the relationships between instructional measures, such as attendance and outcomes, also appeals to staff’s curiosity about the program and its effect on students.
There are many ways to look at the relationship, but a simple way is to graph the number of students and their number of completions by the hours of instruction. Exhibit 3–18 shows that the number of students having two or more completions increases along with the number of hours that the student has logged. This exhibit also shows that the number of students who did not complete goes down with the number of hours. For example, out of all the students who had 100–119 hours of instruction in PY 2004, the majority (solid bar at bottom) completed one level, about one quarter (crossed lines) completed two levels, and slightly less than one quarter completed two or more levels. Of this group, very few students “did not complete,” probably because of high attendance.
[bookmark: _Toc313635136]PI #7. What is the investment per completer (program efficiency) and how does it compare by program?
Efficiency is another area that administrators might explore. Which programs use the least amount of funding per student who achieved his or her goals? How much investment does it take for one completer? If programs excel in this area, they may have best practices in how they leverage their funding.
[bookmark: _Toc313635401]Exhibit 3–18. Completions by Number of Attendance Hours
PY 2004–05

It is tricky to use cost data in an analysis because it is often difficult to estimate the actual cost expended per student. We offer one simple way of doing this by computing each program’s efficiency using the number of completers in the most recent year divided by the total program expenses for that year. This type of analysis allows you to address the following questions:
How do the different types of programs (ABE, ASE, ESL) compare in their efficiency?
Is one area doing significantly better than others?
Is any program significantly more efficient than others? 
Within programs, how do they differ by program area type?
In exhibit 3–19, notice that Program C was the most efficient program, with a cost of $67 per outcome achieved. In other words, it cost an average of $67 for a student in Program C to attain a GED, get a job, or attain another NRS outcome. 
[bookmark: _Toc313635402][bookmark: OLE_LINK11][bookmark: OLE_LINK12]Exhibit 3–19. Program ABE Efficiency, PY 2004
	
	Number of students who achieved any goal
	Investment ($)
	Dollars per outcome

	Program A
	175
	50,000
	$286

	Program B
	225
	100,000
	$444

	Program C
	150
	10,000
	$67

	Program D
	150
	20,000
	$133


It may be that Program C is able to be more efficient because it serves far fewer people overall. Using program information, such as the number of students or characteristics of those served, will help provide context and understanding to the differences among programs. For example, it may be that programs with the lowest efficiency are those that serve the neediest populations, so you would expect it to cost more for those programs to achieve an outcome. 
[bookmark: _Toc313635137]PI #8. How has efficiency changed over time?
If you are interested in program efficiency, then you may also be interested in examining efficiency over time. Are there programs that are becoming more efficient? Is the program as a whole improving or declining in efficiency? 
Graphing the overall state and program-specific efficiency scores—by ABE, ASE, and ESL—over the past 3 years will help answer the following questions (exhibit 3–20):
[bookmark: _Toc313635403]Exhibit 3–20. Trends in Program Efficiency PY 2000–01
through 2004–05
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Is efficiency increasing or decreasing?
Is one program increasingly more efficient than the others? 
How do program area types differ within a program?
[bookmark: _Toc313635138]Goal Setting
Goal setting is important from the perspective of the NRS because four of the core outcome measures are goal dependent. That is, states only report achievement of the outcome for students who set the goal. Beyond the NRS, however, an effective goal-setting process that focuses on instruction and learning is central to good educational practice. Setting goals allows adult education students to specify what they want to accomplish and provides a benchmark of both individual and program performance. NRS goals setting should be one part of this important process.
This section of the guide provides an overview of NRS policies on goal setting and how to use data to improve goal setting. We first review these requirements and then conduct the data detective work of using data to monitor and improve the quality of local goal setting policies and procedures. We highlight only the main points of NRS goal setting because more details are available in the Implementation Guidelines and Guide for Improving NRS Data Quality.
[bookmark: _Toc313635139]Overview of Goal Setting
Through a good goal-setting process, program staff works with the student to identify his or her reasons for attending. Often students will initially state general goals, such as getting a GED, learning English, or getting a job. These goals are usually too broad to guide instruction, but through an iterative goal-setting process, you can negotiate narrower, more manageable goals for students that can serve as a guide for both students and teachers. The only student goals relevant to NRS accountability are:
Receiving a secondary credential
Entering postsecondary education
Entering employment 
Retaining employment
The NRS does not require students to have any of these goals, but once set, programs are held accountable for determining whether students who chose these goals end up attaining them. These data are referred to as “follow-up measures” because the program must find and follow-up with students to see if the students attained their goals. 
There is often a temptation to avoid setting the NRS goals because programs may not want to collect the follow-up measures and then be held accountable for them. However, it is essential that programs collect these goals accurately: Not only can accurate information about NRS goals be used to serve students’ needs, but they also give an accurate and realistic picture of program performance—and of what adult education is all about. Although programs are not held accountable if they do not set a goal for each student, they cannot in turn receive recognition and credit or claim success for helping students achieve a goal that has not been set. For example, programs may not be able to show that they help students get GEDs, find jobs, or go to community college. Therefore, programs must find a careful balance between setting realistic goals that are reasonable for accountability and not setting unrealistic goals.
[bookmark: _Toc313635140]NRS Requirements for Goal Setting
Goal setting is a difficult process that is highly individualized to the student and programmatic circumstances. Although it is hard to generalize and define effective procedures, it is a good idea for your state to set some guidelines and provide training to local staff on ways to set goals that meet both instructional and accountability needs. The NRS has very few specific guidelines or requirements for goal setting and leaves the details of the process to states and local programs to determine the procedures that best serve their situation. Exhibit 3–21 summarizes the NRS guidance for goal setting and we offer some basic suggestions for developing an effective goal-setting process.
[bookmark: _Toc313635404]
Exhibit 3–21. Summary of NRS Policies and Guidelines for Setting Goals
	What are the four core outcome (follow-up) measures?

	Receive a secondary credential 
Enter postsecondary education
Enter employment 
Retain employment

	Are students required to set any or all of these goals?

	No, programs should work with students to set goals that are appropriate to students’ needs and circumstances.

	Can students set goals other than the core outcome measures?

	Yes, as long as they are appropriate to students’ needs and circumstances. Only the core outcome measures, however, are part of NRS accountability.

	What are some important criteria to consider in the goal-setting process?

	Set goals that are
Specific
Measurable
Attainable
Reasonable
Time limited

	When are short-term and long-term goals appropriate?

	Consider breaking goals into short- and long-term goals when it seems unlikely that students will achieve general goals during a single program year. 
Set and extend long-term goals beyond a program year when appropriate.


Programs should have clear documented procedures for assisting students in setting goals. During intake, students should meet with teachers or an intake counselor to identify and set goals. This process usually occurs during the first few weeks of classes so that students can adjust their goals after instruction has begun. It is important that students and program staff collaborate on the goal-setting process. Program staff members contribute knowledge of what the program has to offer and has experience working with other students in similar situations, but students are the source of their goals. The more students are invested and reflected in the goal-setting process, the more motivated they will be to achieve their goals.
The best goals have five basic characteristics; they are:
Specific. Specific goals let students know what they are striving for and gives them a clear target at which to aim.
Measurable. Measurable goals let students know when they have achieved their goals.
Attainable. Attainable goals are those within a student’s reach.
Reasonable. Reasonable goals strike a balance between pushing students to their limits but not frustrating them.
Time limited. Establishing due dates may push students to complete a goal. A timeline should include periodic checks on the progress being made with regularly scheduled discussions between students and staff. 
Breaking a general goal into its component parts can help ensure that it meets the above criteria. For instance, if a student expresses the desire to get a GED, it is important to break that goal into the discrete steps necessary to pass the GED. These steps might involve a student taking a class to improve skills and then taking a pre-GED class and practice GED test. Goal setting may also help staff to identify the specific skills on which a student should focus for success.
After you break the goals into specific steps, you can set a reasonable timeframe for achieving the goals—some short term and others long term. The timeframe for accomplishing a goal is particularly important to consider for the NRS accountability measures, because programs must track and report students that complete the goal within the NRS reporting period. Consequently, whether the student is likely to achieve a follow-up goal during that period is an important consideration as you set goals. If a goal appears to be unrealistic, such as a beginning level student setting a goal of passing the GED test, then breaking the goal into short- and long-term steps may be the best solution. This approach motivates students to focus on achieving the goal while enrolled in the program and allows program staff to develop instruction and provide services that help students achieve. At the same time, do not discount the long-term goal. Work with the student to set a path that is realistic. 
Finally, it is important to realize that goals often need to be revised. As time passes and circumstances change, a goal that was once realistic may no longer be achievable or relevant. Students also change their minds as they learn. On the other hand, if goals are revised too frequently or with little reason, they don’t serve as a guidepost to measure progress or as a motivational tool. 
[bookmark: _Toc313635141]Data Detective for Goal Setting
Goal setting is a complex, individualized process. As an NRS data detective you want to be able to use data to understand how local program staff are setting goals and whether they are meeting NRS and your state requirements. As with other program activities, you can only monitor the process indirectly and make inferences about what is occurring. The data may not tell you definitely that goal setting is working as it should but will provide clues that you can piece together with other information to evaluate local procedures. 
Exhibit 3–22 illustrates the detective work by examining four questions related to effective goal setting. As with the questions on assessment, we present the general question followed by an example of a display of the data that helps you to answer the question and make observations based on the data. 
[bookmark: _Toc313635405]Exhibit 3–22. Data Quality Questions for Goal Setting
	Data Quality Questions

	DQ #1: Which goals are students setting and how do they compare over time?

	DQ #2: Are the percentages of students setting educational attainment goals consistent with their NRS level and program goals?

	DQ #3: Does the percentage of students setting the goal of entering employment reflect the percentage of students who are unemployed? 

	DQ #4: How does goal setting differ by subgroup?


[bookmark: _Toc313635142][bookmark: OLE_LINK3][bookmark: OLE_LINK4]DQ #1: Which goals are students setting and how do they compare over time?
Begin by examining the goals that students set across programs and over time. This analysis tells you the number of goals set and how they compare across programs. The information helps you to evaluate differences by identifying programs that are setting NRS goals at levels that are either too high or too low and whether goal setting changes over time. You may also like to know how each of these compares to the state averages. Such information may help you to target better assistance and support to these programs.
Your data system should allow you to track and display data over time. Using multiyear data, graph the four core outcome goals over a 3-year period or longer. Exhibit 3–23 shows a program over time for each of the four follow-up measures and presents the percentage and numbers of students who set a goal for each year. As you look at the data, ask the following questions:
[bookmark: _Toc313635406]Exhibit 3–23. Goal Setting Over Time
[image: ]
Number of students per program year
	Year
	Enter Employment
	Retain Employment
	Obtain Secondary Diploma
	Enter Postsecondary

	2002–03
	53
	18
	53
	15

	2003–04
	32
	14
	31
	21

	2004–05
	36
	19
	39
	25


Which way are the trends going?
Are they steady?
Can you explain any sudden changes?
Notice that the percentage of students setting the goal of entering postsecondary education has increased over the 3 years. However, entering employment dropped from 35% to 23%, and obtaining a GED/secondary diploma dropped from 35% to 25% over the same period. Retaining employment fluctuated slightly over the 3-year period. While these changes may reflect normal fluctuations, you may also want to review policy changes over the past few years. In addition, you may want to look at census data for the program’s delivery areas to see if there was a change in the unemployment rate from PY 2002–2003 to 2003–2005 This would be important information to share with the program.
Another approach you might take is to compare goal setting of any program to the state’s average for each of the goals. In exhibit 3–24, students in Program A are setting more employment-related goals and is considerably above the state average for entering employment and slightly above for retaining employment goals. On the other hand, Program A is considerably below the state average for obtaining a secondary diploma and somewhat below for placing in postsecondary education. You may want to talk to program staff and gather data on the employment status and NRS levels of students in Program A. This may explain the differences in goal setting between this program and other programs in the state. It would also be useful to compare Program A with other programs in the state to determine how the programs vary. 
[bookmark: _Toc313635407]Exhibit 3–24. Comparison of Program to State Average for
Goal Setting PY 2004–05
[image: ]
[bookmark: _Toc313635143]DQ #2: Are the percentages of students setting educational attainment goals consistent with their NRS level and program goals?
Checking the number of students who set goals by their level may provide information about whether goals are being set appropriately. For example, you would not expect many ABE Beginning Literacy students to set a goal of entering postsecondary education within the next year. A large number of unrealistic goals may require more training of staff on goal-setting and state policies.
Exhibit 3–25 presents information on goal setting at all NRS levels including both actual numbers and percentages of students who completed a level. As you observe this exhibit, consider the following questions:
Are the percentages of goals set relatively high or low?
How do the goals set vary across levels? Are the goals appropriate to the levels?
How do the goals set compare to actual percentages achieved? Is there a large discrepancy?
[bookmark: _Toc313635408][bookmark: OLE_LINK8][bookmark: OLE_LINK9]Exhibit 3–25. Goal Setting by NRS Level
	NRS Levels
	Number of Students Enrolled
	Number that Obtained Secondary Diploma
	Percent that Obtained Secondary Diploma
	Number that Entered Postsecondary Education
	Percent that Entered Postsecondary Education

	ABE Beginning Literacy
	38
	9
	24%
	4
	11%

	ABE Beginning
	21
	2
	10%
	0
	0%

	ABE Low Intermediate
	24
	1
	4%
	1
	4%

	ABE High Intermediate
	35
	9
	26%
	3
	9%

	ASE Low
	21
	9
	43%
	6
	29%

	ASE High
	22
	2
	9%
	5
	23%

	Total ABE/ASE
	161
	32
	20%
	19
	12%

	ESL Beginning Literacy
	20
	0
	0%
	1
	5%

	ESL Beginning
	26
	0
	0%
	0
	0%

	ESL Low Intermediate
	31
	5
	16%
	0
	0%

	ESL High Intermediate
	19
	0
	0%
	2
	11%

	ESL Low Advanced
	26
	9
	35%
	3
	12%

	ESL High Advanced
	24
	3
	13%
	4
	17%

	Total ESL
	146
	17
	12%
	10
	7%

	Total
	307
	49
	16%
	29
	9%


A number of students at Beginning ABE levels (as well as some Intermediate ESL and ABE students) have set a goal of obtaining a secondary diploma or placing in postsecondary education. Since achieving these goals within a program year is unlikely for students at these levels, there may be an issue with goal-setting policies and procedures. On the other hand, a smaller percentage of ASE High and ESL High Advanced students set these goals than some of those at lower levels, which may also indicate a problem. You may want to know whether this pattern of educational attainment goal setting in this program is an exception to or typical of other programs. A conversation with program staff will help to determine their goal-setting procedures for educational attainment and their process for collecting and managing data. You may also want to investigate whether there is any evidence of students being placed in the wrong levels. 
Another way to look at this same question is to compare actual goal attainment with the number of goals set. If many students are achieving an NRS outcome but not setting the goal in advance, then you may want to change some of your policies so that these students are reflected in your outcome data. 
Exhibit 3–26 indicates that there are higher numbers of students completing high school than those who set the goal. It may be that within one or two of your programs, many more students are achieving high school completion than have it as a goal. Clearly, with such disparities, more students should be setting this goal. In addition, these students, because they did not determine in advance to have high school completion as a goal, are left out of your accountability reports. 
[bookmark: _Toc313635409]Exhibit 3–26. Number Who Set Goals Compared to the Total Numbers that Achieved the Goals (Even if Did Not Set Goal) PY 2004–05
[image: ]
[bookmark: _Toc313635144]DQ #3: Does the percentage of students setting the goal of entering employment reflect the percentage of students who are unemployed?
Knowing how many unemployed students entered the program may tell you something about the number of students setting the goal of employment. This is not to say that all students who are unemployed should necessarily have employment as a goal. Many unemployed students may be taking classes for other reasons, such as to take the GED tests, enter community college, or improve their skills in general. However, you might expect to see some relationship between the number of unemployed and employment goals in some programs, and large differences may merit a closer look.
You can look at these data by comparing the number of students who set the goal of employment with the number of those who had a status of unemployed and asking the following questions:
Is there a large difference between the number of unemployed students and employment goals being set? Is the difference appropriate?
Does the pattern differ across programs?
Which programs have the smallest difference? Which have the largest?
Exhibit 3–27 compares students who are unemployed with those students who set entering employment as a goal across several programs. There is a considerable range in the proportion of unemployed students to the number of students setting the goal of enter employment. Programs A and C have particularly low number of students setting the goal of enter employment compared to the number of unemployed students. In Program E and J the numbers of unemployed and the number setting the goal are the same or very close. Program D actually has more students setting the goal of entering employment than are unemployed. Programs A and C could have problems with either data quality or goal-setting procedures. Program D probably has a data quality problem since more students have the goal of entering employment than there are students who are unemployed. Programs E and J may or may not have problems with their data or goal-setting processes; however, it might be worth investigating the programs to ensure that there are no data or goal-setting problems. You will want to talk to program staff to examine the focus of the program and may also want to collect and examine data from the past 2 years to see if there is a trend in the data.
[bookmark: _Toc313635410]Exhibit 3–27. Number Unemployed Students and Number Setting Goal of Entered Employment PY 2004–05
[image: ]
[bookmark: _Toc313635145]DQ #4: How does goal setting differ by subgroup?
You may want to examine basic demographic categories within your program’s populations. Goal-setting differences by specific types of student groups may be missed if you only look at averages across all students. We offer an example of data that help to determine how goal setting can differ by demographic groups. Answering this question may provide clues as to whether your program adequately serves the needs of the various student populations. 
Exhibits 3–28 and 3–29 provide different ways to observe the data about your students. You should ask several relevant questions:
[bookmark: _Toc313635411]Exhibit 3–28. Goal Setting and Gender
[image: ]
Number of Students by Gender
	
	Enter Employ.
	Retain Employ.
	Obtain
Secondary Diploma
	Enter Postsec.
	Total with Goals
	Total in Program

	Male 
	60
	21
	9
	2
	92
	120

	Female
	48
	25
	32
	8
	113
	132


How do the groups compare? 
Which subgroup is setting proportionately more goals? Fewer goals?
How does this pattern change over time?
How does it relate to subgroup goal attainment?
Exhibit 3–28 compares the percentages of men and women setting each goal. This type of graph may be used to describe students in the entire state or students in a particular program. Exhibit 3–29 also presents the raw data.
A larger percentage of men set the goal of entering employment, and a larger percentage of women set the goals of obtaining a GED/secondary diploma, placing in postsecondary education, and retaining employment. The largest difference between the genders is in setting the goal of obtaining a GED/secondary diploma. To see if certain programs stand out, you might look at the data on gender and goals across programs. You may also talk with program staff and teachers and get their thoughts on the data. 
Exhibit 3–29 compares ethnic groups across the four goals. We see high percentages of Native Hawaiian and Pacific Islanders setting the goals of entering employment and obtaining a GED. Exhibit 3–29 also shows the raw data and indicates that the actual number of these students is quite small, so these groups would not provide a good basis for comparison with the other groups of students. What other observations could you make about exhibit 3–29?
[bookmark: _Toc313635412]Exhibit 3–29. Goal Setting by Ethnicity
[image: ]
Numbers of Students per Goal
	 
	Total Enrolled
	Enter Employment
	Retain Employment
	Obtain Secondary Diploma
	Placement in Postsecondary

	American Indian/ Alaskan Native
	4
	1
	0
	1
	0

	Asian
	20
	7
	2
	4
	6

	Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander
	1
	1
	0
	0
	0

	Black/ African American
	35
	8
	7
	12
	7

	Hispanic/Latino
	58
	8
	20
	13
	5

	White
	32
	6
	10
	8
	2


[bookmark: _Toc313635146]Collecting the Follow-Up Measures
After students have set one of the core NRS goals, program or state staff must determine whether the student has achieved the goal. Most people find the collection of these follow-up outcome measures to be the most difficult aspect of the NRS because data collection occurs after students leave the program and it requires a method for continuing contact with students. Further difficulties arise from the time-sensitive nature of the employment measures—when to collect them and when to report them. 
The NRS allows two methodologies for collecting the follow-up measures: a local program survey and data matching. Many states use a combination of the methods, for example, survey for the entry into postsecondary education measure and data matching for the employment measure. In this section, we review the NRS guidelines for collecting the follow-up measures for the survey and data matching methods and offer tips for data detective work to monitor data quality and program improvement for the follow-up methods. 
[bookmark: _Toc313635147]Identifying Students for Follow-Up Reporting
Identifying all of the students for follow-up is an essential first step to the data collection process. To do so, your program’s database must have the ability to identify students who exited the program and had a goal of (a) obtaining a job, (b) keeping or improving their current job, (c) obtaining a secondary diploma or passing the GED test, or (d) entering postsecondary education or training. If the program or state is using the survey method, the report or output produced by your program’s database should include student contact information and the student’s follow-up goal. For the employment measures, the data report must also include the date that the student left the program. Programs should retrieve this information according to the time of survey administration or at least quarterly.
If a program has 300 or fewer students in a follow-up outcome group of students who exited the program, the Implementation Guidelines requires collection of the outcome for all of these students. However, to reduce burden for large programs, states may allow programs with more than 300 students in any outcome group to select a random sample of students from which to collect the measures. States that decide to allow sampling must require programs to use a randomization procedure to draw the sample, such as drawing every third or fourth name from a student list or using a table of random numbers or a computer-generated random sample. Programs that have from 301 to 5,000 students who exited the program with any of the outcomes must draw a minimum sample of 300 students for that group. Programs that have more 5,000 students who exited the program in any outcome area should draw a minimum sample of 1,000 students for that group. 
[bookmark: _Toc313635148]Collecting Data: Survey Method
Collecting the NRS follow-up data through a telephone survey is inherently difficult: Not only must program staff find the students but they also need to get the students to agree to participate, which is an especially challenging task given the transient nature of many adult education students. While you may collect and report attainment of a GED or secondary credential and entry into postsecondary education at any time after the student exits, the employment measures are tied to specific quarterly exit periods. Students with a goal of obtaining a job must obtain the job within the first quarter after the quarter in which he or she exited the program. You must then collect retained employment data two quarters later on those students who were employed—that is, in the third quarter after the quarter in which the student exited the program. Because of the time-specific nature of the employment measures, quarterly survey data collection is recommended. Exhibit 3–30 summarizes the quarterly time periods for collecting employment measures.
In any survey, how the questions are asked may influence the responses. So data can be compared across programs in your state, all programs should use the same state-approved survey instrument. The best survey instruments are short and simple, for example, you need only ask if the person got a job or passed the GED. In addition, if you will be surveying ESL students, then the survey should be translated into the most common languages that your students speak.
[bookmark: _Toc313635413]Exhibit 3–30. Quarterly Periods for Collecting Entered and Retained
Employment Data
	Exit 
Quarter
	Collect Entered Employment Data by the End of:
	Collect Retained Employment Data by the End of:

	[bookmark: _Toc488809667]First Quarter
(July 1–September 30)
	Second Quarter
	Fourth Quarter

	Second Quarter
(October 1–December 31)
	Third Quarter
	First Quarter, Next Program Year

	Third Quarter
(January 1–March 31)
	Fourth Quarter
	Second Quarter, Next Program Year

	Fourth Quarter
(April 1–June 30)
	First Quarter, 
Next Program Year
	Third Quarter, Next Program Year


Like any other data collection effort, staff must follow a uniform set of procedures to collect data in a valid and reliable manner. You should provide training to all staff conducting the survey on topics, such as what to say to students to introduce the survey and get their cooperation, ways to avoid refusals, how to ask the survey questions, how to record responses, and how to answer student questions about the survey. During the training, you should go over every question in the survey to ensure that staff understands the purpose of the question, what is being asked, and what responses are desired. Staff should be thoroughly familiar with all questions and procedures before beginning. 
Conducting a survey is costly and requires sufficient staff and time allocations. Because of a lack of resources, your program may use teachers or other program staff to conduct the survey. However, this approach may be inadequate if these staff members do not feel the work is a priority or if they do not have sufficient time to conduct the survey. A better approach is to have staff whose primary responsibility is to collect the follow-up data. Several states contract the survey out to a third-party contractor that conducts the survey for the entire state. This approach is desirable if your program or state can afford it, because it removes much of the burden from your program staff. 
Reaching students is critical to the success of the survey because the response rate—the proportion of students reached—largely determines the validity of the information. For example, if you try to ask 100 students whether they passed the GED but reached only 10, you cannot be very confident that these 10 students reflect the other 90. The NRS requires a minimum response rate of 50%. 
Getting a good response rate is probably the most difficult part of conducting a survey, and adult education students are often hard to reach because many tend to be transient. Your survey procedures and training should include ways for improving response rates. For example, the following procedures help improve response rates:
Informing students when they enroll and again before they leave about the survey 
Giving the option for students to include in their contact information the name and phone number of a secondary contact, who will know how to reach the student if he or she cannot be reached directly 
Verifying periodically students’ contact information with them, especially if you can have advance notice of when they are leaving the program
Calling back students that you cannot reach at different times during the day (e.g., not just on weekday evenings)
Leaving a detailed message, if you cannot reach the student, that explains why you are calling and asks for a good time to call back
Stressing the importance of the survey to the adult education program, if the student is reluctant to participate
Keeping the survey short (e.g., 5–10 minutes), so the student does not feel burdened
Keeping track of the days and times that students have been contacted
The Implementation Guidelines and Guide for Improving Data Quality have more detailed advice about conducting surveys and improving response rates. 
[bookmark: _Toc313635149]Collecting Data: Data Matching
Because of the inherent difficulties of conducting a follow-up survey, data matching is the preferred method to collect follow-up measures, especially the employment measures. Data matching links records from the program database to another database that has the needed information on the same people, usually by using students’ Social Security numbers or another unique student identifier. Data matching, which is often done at the state level, removes the burden of the survey from local programs. 
The need for Social Security numbers is the biggest barrier to the use of the data matching methodology. However, once you manage to collect them, you need a process to verify their validity for matching. Your program database must be able to produce a report to identify students with missing, erroneous, or duplicate Social Security numbers. This report should run as soon as possible after students enroll. If you wait too long to identify problem numbers, the students may have left the program, and you may not be able to correct the information.
All data matching techniques rely on software to link multiple databases and produce matches for each outcome area. To perform these operations, software will require your data to be in a specific format that will include the location, size, and name of each variable and the technical format in which your program database is to write the data. Ensure that your program database can produce the data according to your state’s specification and that you submit your data in this format.
Your state will have a time period for data submission, such as quarterly or annually. When you create the data for submission for matching, your database should produce the records for students who have exited your program according to this time period. Check your data prior to submission to ensure that you do not include students who are still enrolled or students that exited in other time periods.
Successful data matching requires individual student records with three pieces of information: a Social Security number, so that data can be linked across databases; the student goal (e.g., obtain employment) or separate files for students with each goal on which data will be matched, so that the student can be matched with the correct database; and the exit quarter for employment outcomes, since the NRS requires entered employment to be measured in the first quarter after the exit quarter. Your database must be capable of producing records with at least this information and in your state’s required format.
[bookmark: _Toc313635150]Managing and Reporting Follow-Up Data
After collecting the follow-up data, you will need to store the information in a database. In many states, this database differs from the program student record database, so you may need to devise ways of linking the data systems. Your state may have a special database established for the survey or data matching results. Regardless of the procedures that your state follows, you need to have an organized method to keep track of which students are to be contacted (or matched), which students have been reached, and whether the students achieved the outcomes. The state needs the information so it can aggregate the data across programs for NRS reporting, for survey tracking, and to compute response rates. For the employment measures, data should also include the exit quarters in which students left the program. 
Maintaining your follow-up data is critically important for reporting of employment data, beginning with the NRS report due at the end of 2007, when the NRS reporting requirements for the employment measures will change to match the timeframe of the Workforce Investment Act Title I programs. States will have to report entered and retained employment data for the previous 2 years. This change most affects states that use the survey method to collect the employment measures because unlike current requirements, programs will have to collect their survey data for the employment measures but not report them for more than 2 years. Only a well- organized and maintained database will allow timely retrieval of these records for reporting.
Exhibit 3–31 summarizes procedures for ensuring data quality for the follow-up measures. Implementation Guidelines and the NRSWeb site provides more information about all of these issues.
[bookmark: _Toc313635414]Exhibit 3–31. Follow-Up Procedures for Survey and Data Matching Methods
	Identifying Students for Follow-Up Reporting

	Develop a method for identifying students from database to contact for follow-up or data match
Establish state sampling procedures for survey, if appropriate

	Collecting Data: Survey

	Conduct the survey at a proper time
Ensure that the state has a uniform survey instrument 
Train staff to conduct the survey 
Ensure resources are available to conduct the survey
Implement procedures to improve response rates

	Collecting Data: Data Matching

	Collect and validate Social Security numbers
Ensure that data are in the proper format for matching to external database
Produce individual records with Social Security numbers, goals, and exit quarters

	Managing and Reporting Follow-Up Data

	Ensure that the state has a database and procedures for reporting survey or data matching results
Archive data for multiyear reporting


[bookmark: _Toc313635151]Data Detective for Follow-Up Measures
As a data detective for follow-up measures, you will want information about data quality to help you determine whether states are following NRS guidelines. If your state requires survey data collection, then you definitely will want to assess the response rate. After you are comfortable with data quality, you can move on to the program improvement questions. This section focuses on making comparisons and disaggregating the outcome data to learn more details about program performance.
[bookmark: _Toc313635152]Data Quality
Exhibit 3–32 presents examples of questions to ask that will give you clues about the quality of local follow-up data collection. The first two questions ask about the quality of the response rates. The third question addresses whether the timing of collection is consistent with NRS Guidelines. Finally, as you turn to the outcome data, the focus is on the stability of the data. Each of these questions, along with exhibits, is discussed below.
[bookmark: _Toc313635415][bookmark: OLE_LINK5][bookmark: OLE_LINK6]Exhibit 3–32. Data Quality Questions for Follow-Up Data Collection
	Data Quality Questions

	DQ #1. How do response rates compare across programs and to the state average or standard and how have they changed over time? 

	DQ #2. How do response rates differ by subgroup? 

	DQ #3. Were the times for collecting entered and retained employment data consistent with NRS requirements? 

	DQ #4. Are the percentages of students obtaining follow-up outcomes relatively stable?


[bookmark: _Toc313635153]DQ #1. How do response rates compare across programs and to the state average or standard and how have they changed over time?
A good response rate is essential to the validity of a survey, and the NRS requires at least a 50% response rate. You will want to ensure that programs are meeting this rate or other state standards and to uncover the reasons for poor response rates. It is also helpful to compare local response rates with the state average, both to identify low performing programs and to help you identify best practices for other programs.
In exhibit 3–33, only Programs W and X met or exceeded the state standard. Programs W, Y and Z are below the standard and the other programs. This is a survey state, so there may be a problem with getting contact information from new students at intake or following up with current students to keep records current. Training of intake staff may be required. As a result of examining these data, you may want to discuss with the program staff what they are doing to meet the standard and perhaps to give help to administrators of the low-performing programs. 
Providing follow-up data to local staff, particularly if they are data collectors, is critical to give the program an idea of how well its staff is progressing. Local collectors may never know what percentage of students they reach or even ever see their program or site outcome data. A good starting place is to look at a table like exhibit 3–34. It tracks the number of contacts for following up with students in a program or site. 
[bookmark: _Toc313635416]Exhibit 3–33. Response Rate for Entered Employment by Program
[image: ]


[bookmark: _Toc313635417]Exhibit 3–34. Follow-Up Contacts by Student
	Goal
	Totals

	Enter Postsecondary Education
	

	Total Contacts Needed: 
	26

	Total number of follow-up contacts indicated as “successful”:
	11

	Total number of follow-up contacts indicated as “unsuccessful”:
	9

	Not Contacted:
	6

	Your Response Rate:
	42%

	Percent Failed to Contact:
	23%


Local data collectors who are responsible for follow-up may find it motivating to have the percentages of successful contacts; they may work to increase that percentage, particularly if they know that the norm is higher than their current level. 
[bookmark: _Toc313635154]DQ #2. How do response rates differ by subgroup?
If you find low response rates in a program, then you might want to disaggregate the data by student groups to see where the differences lie. For any number of reasons, it may be that one group within your state has a lower response rate than many other groups. Such information may help give clues to problems in survey administration that you can correct. 
Exhibit 3–35 presents response rates by subgroup, using urban and suburban areas by gender to determine:
Whether the response rates are relatively even across all groups (across the whole graph) 
How the programs compare with the state standard
Whether any groups (sets of bars) or subgroups (bars) are higher or lower than the others
[bookmark: _Toc313635418]Exhibit 3–35. Response Rates by Subgroup
[image: ]
From exhibit 3–35, we can see that suburban males have by far the lowest response rates. It may be that this group is more transient than the others. A program administrator may want to go to extra lengths to secure additional contact information when conducting intake with this population, such as a secondary contact phone number. Program Z shows a consistently higher response rate than the others. This program may be a good mentor or source for good practices in conducting the follow-up.
[bookmark: _Toc313635155]DQ #3. Were the times for collecting entered and retained employment data consistent with NRS requirements?
To assess whether programs are complying with the NRS guidelines for when follow-up should occur, you can plot the dates of when a student entered employment and later when contact was made to show that the student retained employment. Exhibit 3–36 shows the dates for entered and retained employment and includes the ranges within which follow-up contact should have been made for entered employment and retained employment. Exhibit 3–36 makes it easy to see where contact was made too late for the entered employment and where contact was made outside the range of time for retained employment. Not only are these outliers easy to spot, the information helps programs to determine whether they are following the NRS guidelines. 
[bookmark: _Toc313635419]Exhibit 3–36. Quarterly Periods for Collecting Entered and Retained Employment
PY 2004–05
[image: ]
[bookmark: _Toc313635156]DQ #4. Are the percentages of students obtaining follow-up outcomes relatively stable?
Chances are that the number of students attaining the various outcomes will not change radically from year to year. If the data vary significantly from year to year without any particular reason, this movement suggests the possibility of data quality issues. This is not to say that there may not be valid reasons for fluctuations, such as the introduction of new procedures to improve follow-up. In addition, change such as community unemployment rates may have an impact on the ability of students both to enter and retain employment. Nonetheless, a large change in either direction of the trend data does raise eyebrows for the data detective.
This question is both a data quality question and a program improvement question. You will want to look at the data to evaluate its relative stability as a data quality indicator, and you will want to assess the trends in the data for program improvement implications. You can do this by charting the number of students attaining their goals over time (e.g., month to month, quarterly, or over the past 3 years) for each program area (ABE, ASE, ESL). Look at the stability of the data over time and also compare the number of students who achieved a goal as opposed to those who did not. 
For example, in exhibit 3–37, the number of ABE and ESL students who are obtaining their goals is increasing. For ESL, however, the numbers of students who did not attain a goal is also increasing, meaning that the program numbers overall are increasing. Looking at graphs of the percentages of goal attainers will help to put these data in context. Exhibit 3–37 is helpful because unlike a graph of percentages, you can see the relative numbers of students. It is clear that ABE and ESL and the two areas where the majority of students with goals are found.
[bookmark: _Toc313635420]Exhibit 3–37. Numbers of Students Who Completed Follow-Up Goals
by Program Type PY 2002–2004
[image: ]
[bookmark: _Toc313635157]Program Improvement
There are many ways to examine follow-up data as a tool for program improvement efforts. The list of questions in exhibit 3–38 provides four examples to get you started as you look for clues on how to improve your programs to better serve the students. Our sample questions focus on goal attainment rates and comparisons and disaggregations of those data. For example, how do your attainment rates compare with other states or similar programs or to your state standard? You may also wish to explore how subgroups compare on attainment rates. If they are higher, what lessons might they offer other programs? If lower, what assistance might they need to remove barriers to better performance? In addition, you may want to examine whether your attainment rates are increasing or decreasing. 
[bookmark: _Toc313635421]Exhibit 3–38. Program Improvement Questions for Follow-Up Measures
	Program Improvement Questions

	PI #1. How do goal attainment rates compare among programs? 

	PI #2. What are the trends in goal attainment rates and how do they compare across programs and with the state average and standard? 

	PI #3. How do subgroups (e.g., demographic, geographic) compare on goal attainment and how has  that changed over time? 

	PI #4. What is the investment per goal attained (program efficiency)? 


[bookmark: _Toc313635158]PI #1. How do goal attainment rates compare among programs?
Assessing which programs are excelling and which are farthest behind may help you to more effectively target your assistance. For example, the top programs may offer effective practices information that may be shared with other programs. For the programs with the lowest number of students achieving goals, you could, for example, calculate the impact on the statewide average of moving the largest of the lowest programs up by just a few percentage points. This may serve as motivation for the program and justification for your time to be allocated disproportionately to assist that program.
Exhibit 3–39 contains the percentages of students who attained each of the four follow-up goals by program and includes the state average and state standard for comparisons. We can now examine
How programs compare to each other and the state average and standard,
Whether programs are relatively consistent within a goal area (e.g., do they all score about the same percentage in entered employment) and
Whether programs are much higher or lower on the outcomes than the others.
[bookmark: _Toc313635422]Exhibit 3–39. Achievement of Goals for PY 2004–05
[image: ]
The programs in exhibit 3–39 are consistently meeting the state standard for retained employment but not for any of the other three goal areas. The rates of secondary credential attainment are particularly low. This difference may be the result of data collection issues (e.g., low response rates), lack of arrangements with postsecondary institutions or it could be a goal setting problem. As a result of these data, you might meet with the programs to determine what the issues may be and what help they need to improve performance. In addition, you might seek out contextual data, such as using external data in unemployment rates or community college enrollment in your state.
One program is doing noticeably better on the postsecondary goal. Reasons for this good performance may be good transition services, the program has a strong relationship with a local college or simply the result of very few people having the goal and all of them attaining it. Consult with programs about these issues as staff may have ideas about reasons for their performance on this measure.
[bookmark: _Toc313635159]PI #2. What are the trends in goal attainment rates and how do they compare across programs and with the state average and standard?
Which programs, no matter where they started, are showing improvements in goal attainment percentages year after year? Which are dropping off? It may be that programs themselves are not tracking this information and would find it useful to have their own trend data. The data could be provided with the statewide trend data, so programs can see whether they are moving along with or against state trends.
Exhibit 3–40 presents the goal attainment rate over the past 3 years for the state or other comparisons (solid line) and the target program (dashed line). Looking at this exhibit, you can examine the data with the following questions in mind:
What are the trends for each goal area? 
Do the state and program follow the same general trend?
Where do the state and program differ the most?
[bookmark: _Toc313635423]Exhibit 3–40. Achievement of Goals PY 2002–03 to PY 2003–04
[image: ]
The state and program in exhibit 3–40 generally follow the same trends for each goal, with the exception of entered postsecondary education. In that case, you may want to examine why the program started out fairly high and then dropped to mirror the state trend. Was it a data quality issue or did something change in either the program or the external environment to cause the drop? You may want to ask the program administrator what he or she thinks may be the reason. There may be a good reason for the difference and no cause for alarm, but by examining the data, you at least know that you need to ask the question.
You may want to look across programs to determine if all programs showed similar patterns. You will also want to put this information, like all the graphs in this section, into the context in which students set the goals. These graphs may be compared with graphs that show the percentages of students with each goal and the number of students who achieved the outcomes even if they did not have the goal.
[bookmark: _Toc313635160]PI #3. How do subgroups (e.g., demographic, geographic) compare on goal attainment and how has that changed over time?
Which students are achieving their outcome goals best through our program? Are there subgroups that are attaining their goals at a significantly lower rate than other groups and can something be done to support their goal attainment? Data detectives will want to look more closely at their data to determine whether all students are being served equally well and whether the students are achieving the goals that they have set out to accomplish. Looking more closely at the types of students served by a state or program and possibly looking at census or community data can help to paint a picture of what the adult education program looks like and who is or is not being served. With this, we are really asking a broader question: Are we serving the students in our community?
We present one way to answer this question by looking at goal attainment by ethnicity, but there are many other ways to approach this question. For example, you could use data on immigration to your state and languages among elementary school students to estimate the percentages of English language learners in the community. In our example, we charted the percentage of students within each race/ethnicity who had the goal of entering or retaining employment and who then achieved that goal.
[bookmark: _Toc313635424]Exhibit 3–41. Achievement of Education Goals by Ethnicity
[image: ]
Looking at exhibit 3–41, three bars leap out as being different from the others. Both American Indian/Alaska Natives and Whites show lower percentages of entering postsecondary education, and Hispanics or Latinos show slightly lower secondary completion rates than others. Although, as in other examples, there may be good reasons for these differences (e.g., there is no postsecondary institution anywhere near the communities in which American Indians live), they may be worth exploring. For example, if based on these data you found that Hispanics/Latinos were taking the GED test at the same rate as the other groups but passing less frequently, then you might provide additional resources and professional development to teachers and more practice tests for those students. 
[bookmark: _Toc313635161]PI #4. What is the investment per goal attained (program efficiency)?
How many program dollars must be invested to produce one student with a GED or for each student who goes to community college? It is a difficult question and an imprecise calculation, and the answer is an important one that legislators and other funders in particular will want to know. As program dollars become tighter, you should be aware of how much investment it takes to produce the outcomes most desired by the federal and state legislatures. As we did previously with educational gain, one way you may want to study this is to compute cost per outcome and then graph the state and program investments per outcome. This information allows you to identify the most efficient programs and the cost variability among programs.
In exhibit 3–42, Program Z stands out as being far more expensive than the state average and the other programs. At nearly twice the state average, the program administrator might be surprised to see how his or her programs compare with other programs in the state. As a result, he or she may begin to track efficiency and examine why the programs are producing so few outcomes per program dollar. If you are interested in program efficiency, then you may also be interested in examining efficiency over time. Are there programs that are becoming more efficient? Is the program as a whole improving or declining in efficiency? You may want to break down these data by ABE, ASE, and ESL. 
[bookmark: _Toc313635425]Exhibit 3–42. Program Dollars per Goal Attained PY 2003–04
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[bookmark: _Toc313635162]Chapter 4
Conclusion: Translating Detective Work into Action
Knowing the questions to ask and how data may be used to answer those questions is just the beginning. How do your data answer these questions? What else can your data answer? After you have done your initial data detective work, how are you going to get people to pay attention to data on a regular basis? In this concluding chapter, we offer suggestions for action planning to put into place a process of using data as an ongoing part of continuous program improvement. We also describe the supporting data tools and templates that we developed to accompany this guide that can be used to help you translate your knowledge and plans into action.
[bookmark: _Toc313635163]Action Planning
To go from inquiry to action, you will need to align your state and program’s processes and people around the reporting and review of data. Your action plan needs to include:
Report templates. What reports, graphs, and other supporting information do you need to answer the questions that you and your local programs have that promote data quality and program management and improvement?
Reporting timeline. When will the data be produced and who is responsible for producing them?
Meeting schedule. Who reviews which reports, with whom, and when?
Action. What steps will you take to make improvements? 
You should begin by looking at your data before you start planning and to give you a baseline of the current state of your programs. Develop these reports collaboratively and share them with your local programs. For example, you might run reports each quarter and have pre-set, one-on-one conference calls with your program administrators to discuss the data. The types of reports that you choose, when you release them, and how you use them will drive the process and focus staff attention on the important topics. Whatever reports you choose, make sure that at least one report will be seen and valued by teachers and other local data collectors. The best way to improve your data quality is to ensure that the people collecting data know that the data are used and, ideally, are valuable to them.
Meetings to discuss data reports are not about what programs are doing wrong; they are about helping programs understand where they are and considering how they might do things even better. Data detectives are not judges; they explore the data, look for explanations, and share what they learn to educate and foster continuous improvement. 
Once you decide on the changes to make, the action plan should outline the steps needed, identify who is responsible for ensuring that the steps will happen, set a timeline for completing the process, and establish a method for evaluating the activity’s effect. Develop the plans with the local and state staff that will be responsible for carrying them out.
[bookmark: _Toc313635164]Data Detective Tools
To help states and local programs with their data detective work, we developed a set of tools along with this guide. These tools include 1) two templates: NRS Data Detective Workbook for States and Programs and the Data Detective Workbook for Teachers, 2) Excel sheets with data and graphs to populate each of the workbooks, and 3) two samples of completed templates, a Sample Workbook for States and Programs and a Sample Workbook for Teachers. The templates provide spaces and structure for each of the data detective questions.  The Excel files and workbook templates and samples have all the questions and data examples that appear in this guide. You can get these data tools online at http://www.NRSweb.org. 
[bookmark: _Toc313635165]Data Detective Workbooks
The template NRS Data Detective Workbook for States and Programs provides questions and data displays that will be useful to the state and local program administrators. For example, a program administrator might examine the completion rates in each program area or the percentage of students with pre- and posttest data. The template Data Detective Workbook for Teachers provides questions and data displays that teachers may find useful. For example, one of the charts shows the number of students within each class by level. 
The templates mirror the organization of this guide. There are three sections in each template: assessment, goal setting, and follow-up, each of which contains data quality and program improvement questions. Every page of the Workbook addresses a data detective question presented in this guide.  The organization of each page is as follows: 
Data detective question 
Data display (e.g., graph, table)
Observations
Possible causes
Next steps
A page from the Sample Workbook for States and Programs is presented in Exhibit 4–1. 
[bookmark: _Toc313635166]Question
The question is, of course, the motivation behind the data detective’s work. The templates contain the same questions presented throughout the chapters in this guide (e.g., how many students have pre- and posttest data). Because there is only one question per page, the question appears at the top of the page. 
[bookmark: _Toc313635167]Data Display
The question is followed by a space for a graph or chart. Because we understand that the creation of the graph is sometimes the most frustrating part of data detection work, we have developed separate Excel files to create the charts.  There are four Excel files.  Three files are designed for State or Program Data Detectives: “Assessment STATE.xls,” “Goal Setting STATE.xls,” and “Follow-Up STATE.xls.” The fourth file is designed for teacher-level data detectives and combines assessment, goal setting and follow-up into one file labeled “Teacher.xls.”
Exhibit 4–1. Page from Sample Workbook for Teachers
[bookmark: _Toc313635168]DQ #3. Which students are not pre-post tested?
The tables below provide two examples of the same data on students’ pre and posttests, but are sorted two different ways.  The same table sorted different ways can make patterns easier to see.  For example, the two tables here have the same data, but the first shows no pattern while the second shows that the students within ABE are far more likely to not have a pre and posttest.
Note: Ideally, teachers should be provided by the data administrators in ways that make it easy to sort the data (including simply in Microsoft Word through the TableSort command).  
Pre and Posttesting by Student
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	Student
	Pre-test & Post-test 
	Race/ ethnicity
	Level

	Rudy 
	No
	Afr. Amer.
	ABE-IH

	Guy 
	Yes
	Afr. Amer.
	ASE

	Sally 
	Yes
	Afr. Amer.
	ASE

	Tsze 
	No
	Asian
	ABE-IL

	Teddy 
	Yes
	Asian
	ESL

	Anny 
	No
	Latina
	ABE-BL

	Carmen 
	Yes
	Latina
	ESL

	Quo 
	No
	Latino
	ABE-IL

	Enrique 
	Yes
	Latino
	ESL

	Gary
	No
	White
	ABE-IL

	Debbie 
	Yes
	White
	ASE

	Student
	Pre-test & Post-test 
	Race/ ethnicity
	Level

	Anny 
	No
	Latina
	ABE-BL

	Rudy 
	No
	Afr. Amer.
	ABE-IH

	Gary
	No
	White
	ABE-IL

	Quo 
	No
	Latino
	ABE-IL

	Tsze 
	No
	Asian
	ABE-IL

	Debbie 
	Yes
	White
	ASE

	Guy 
	Yes
	Afr. Amer.
	ASE

	Sally 
	Yes
	Afr. Amer.
	ASE

	Carmen 
	Yes
	Latina
	ESL

	Enrique 
	Yes
	Latino
	ESL

	Teddy 
	Yes
	Asian
	ESL



Observations
Six out of 11 students have taken a pre and a post-test. These students show a mix of race/ethnicities.  All of these students are ABE students.  Although no patterns seem to exist across race/ethnicity, the program area does seem to matter. ABE students are missing data, while the ASE and ESL students have pre and posttest data.
Possible Causes
ABE students are leaving before being posttested
Procedures with ABE students are different
Next Steps
Talk to other teachers to find out what they do about ensuring their students are posttested. Talk to the ABE students about the importance of their posttests and, if reasonable, set a tentative date for the test.
Each of the questions that appeared in the guide also appears in the Excel files, where appropriate. For example, the teacher workbook has a subset of the questions found within the state and program workbook.  The first tab of each Excel file labeled “Contents” lists the questions addressed in that file.  Each question on that list then links to one to two pages in the Excel file: one page for data and one for a graph, if applicable. The pages are labeled using their number, such as “DQ 2 Data.” Exhibit 4–2 presents a picture of the Excel tabs.  This same format for naming the Excel worksheets is used for all four spreadsheets listed above.
[bookmark: _Toc313635426]Exhibit 4–2. Sample Picture of Excel Tabs

Sample data have been entered and populate the graphs. To use the Excel spreadsheets to create your own tables and graphs, simply delete the data and replace them with your own.
[bookmark: _Toc313635169]Observations
Observations are simply statements about the data and how they compare in a relative and absolute sense.  Is one higher then the others?  Are they all above a certain percentage?  The Workbooks provide questions for you to use as a guide to help you address all aspects of the data. Generally, as you look at the graph or table, consider comparisons across categories or programs and changes over time, if applicable.  Are there any surprises?  What programs are doing well or poorly, if any?  Determine if there are clear data quality or program improvement issues and ask “why” questions of your data. 
[bookmark: _Toc313635170]Possible Causes
The observations you made will lead you to consider possible causes.  The Sample Workbook for States and Programs and Sample Workbook for Teachers provide examples of possible causes.  In the Workbooks, you have space to generate possible reasons for the observations you made of your data; try to answer your “why” questions.  
[bookmark: _Toc313635171]Next Steps
Now that you have examined these data, do they prompt new questions? Is there someone you would like to speak with as a result? What else do you need to know to evaluate the findings? How will you follow up and what will be your next steps?  Is there additional data that you will need to analyze to understand the issues in greater depth?
After you have completed your own data detective workbook, we encourage you to share your finding with us.  Send examples of data detecting from your state or program to nrs@air.org. 
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