Recommendations for State Postsecondary Data Systems
A Report from State Data Experts

In December of 2008 and February, March, and April of 2009, The State Higher Education Executive
Officers (SHEEO) held four separate two-day meetings with state, system and institutional
representatives to discuss state-level postsecondary data systems. The participants included state
postsecondary data system/warehouse officials, data users/researchers, policy staff from state
governments, and representatives from both the public and independent (not for profit) postsecondary
communities as well as K-12 and workforce data systems.

The meeting participants covered a wide range of topics regarding state data systems including:

e the goals, purposes, and uses of a state data system;
e the process of building state data systems;
e challenges inherent in state data systems;

e the characteristics of an “ideal” state data system; and
e the data elements that should be included in the postsecondary component of a state data

system.

Although the discussion details varied at each of the four meetings, there were key points of
commonality raised at each meeting. This report offers a brief synthesis of the meetings along with
some recommendations for data elements that should be included in a functional state-level data
system supporting postsecondary education.

. Goals, Purposes, and Uses of a State Data System

The first portion of each meeting included a discussion of the goals, purposes and uses of a state
postsecondary data system. Across each meeting, the same general themes were highlighted.
Participants noted that state data systems should:

e be flexible and transparent;

e have meaningful data;

e be able to bridge sectors (K12, higher education, work force); and
e be able to show longitudinal trends.

Participants also agreed that state data systems must enable policymakers to better understand the
state’s educational environment and use measurable outcomes to drive decision-making. Further,
participants agreed that these data systems should expand the knowledge-base and be designed for the
purpose of creating intelligence, rather than simply gathering data.

Meeting participants recognized the variety of uses for a state data system. Potential uses identified in

the meetings include:
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e reporting at federal (including IPEDS), state, and institutional levels,
e meeting legislative requests,

e providing data feedback to K12,

e modeling “what if” scenarios, and

e making real-time decisions.

Additionally, participants recognized the wide range of policy issues that state data systems may
address. They acknowledged that questions and issues should drive data collection for decisions rather
than collecting data just for collections’ sake. The issues frequently presented in the form of questions
from state policy makers include (but are certainly not limited to):

e How many graduates are needed to address the states’ intellectual capital needs?

e How many degrees are being generated by institutions in the state and how many of those
graduating are staying in the state?

e |s access to postsecondary education available to all in the state regardless of location and
economic circumstances?

e Are high school students prepared for college educationally, socially and financially?

These questions can lead to data-driven policy decisions such as:

e aligning educational policy with state needs;

e allocating resources, accountability, and understanding return on investments;

e aligning sectors and improving transitions,

e providing equity of education offerings within the state; and

e addressing academic preparation of student populations (including need for remediation).

Il. Building a State Data System

As most participants were in, or had been through, the process of building state data systems, they had
much to offer on the process. One of the consistent recommendations was to keep system objectives
and goals in mind. This includes both focusing on what is needed from a state data system as well as
managing expectations about what a system can and cannot do. It is important to discuss the limitations
of a system as well as have conversations about its range of expected functionality.

Coalition building was an important theme throughout the meetings. Developing a state data system is a
political process in all senses of the word; building relationships at multiple levels is critical. State
agencies must build support for such systems by demonstrating to all involved the utility and value
gained as a result of having a state-level data system. Since systems are often developed with “one-
time” funds, this demonstrated value is critical in generating on-going support and the resources
necessary for long-term sustainability.
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Political support at the state level is important, however, coalition building between state agencies and
all of the institutions is equally important. Meeting participants discussed the importance of working
with the data providers to make sure they see the utility in, and are on board with, contributing to the
system. For example, in creating business rules, there is clear value in matching the federal IPEDS
reporting standards and definitions used by institutions. Adherence to national standards is the only way
to generate meaningful national/state comparisons and state-to-state or state-to-regional analysis of
postsecondary education data.

In addition to building support between the public higher education, K-12, and workforce sectors,
participants noted the importance of including independent institutions in coalition building. Various
groups or sectors may not fully recognize the value inherent in statewide data systems; demonstrating
the benefits for each sector is critical. It is also important to make sure data do not get used for punitive
reasons recognizing that the difference between punitive applications of data and accountability is often
in the eyes of the beholder.

There also was discussion about replicating what is already being collected by other internal or external
organizations. Developers should consider whether it is possible to use information that already exists
without placing extra burden on data providers. Additionally, discussion focused on not duplicating the
primary management and transactional efforts of institutional systems. Developers should work with
institutional data providers to make sure they understand that the newly developed statewide
longitudinal data systems are designed primarily for state level analysis.

While many of the challenges are cultural, states also need to keep numerous technical details in mind
when building their systems. For example, in the excitement of getting a data system up and running,
the creation of a data dictionary and documentation of meta-data cannot be forgotten. Participants
noted the importance of having agreements between data providers (institutions, for example) and the
state regarding the stability of elements collected and their definitions. Changes should be well thought
out, discussed, and implemented on a mutually agreeable schedule.

Finally, participants agreed that a single, master database or warehouse is not the only alternative for
state level data on postsecondary education. Providing functional alignment between existing systems
designed to serve particular purposes may be more effective in meeting a states’ needs. States should
focus on interoperability of systems (both within and between states) allowing collaboration between
systems and thereby making the data even more useful.

Across the four meetings, many challenges in building a state data system were identified. Those most
frequently discussed included:

Challenges in Coalition-Building:

e Building consensus

e  Getting the right people together, talking to each other, not getting sidetracked
o Keeping the task manageable and managing expectations

e Needing to focus on common themes.
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Challenges in Privacy and Ownership:

e FERPA (or the perception of what FERPA will and will not allow)
e Data ownership (convincing various agencies to participate)

e Data governance agreements and shared governance

o Allowing outside access to data

e Maintaining student privacy.

Challenges in Development:

e Funding and budget limitations/constraints

e Recognizing and working with existing legal and political authority

e Actually doing the work; getting the development work accomplished
e Marketing a project and convincing others of its value.

lll. Characteristics of State Data Systems

The meetings’ participants recognized and discussed that states are at various levels of building their
data systems. They also agreed that this could be a “staged” process, in which not every state will

IM

develop a fully realized, “ideal” data system right away. However, the general consensus in the meetings

was that:

At the least, an emerging state level postsecondarydata“ sy st em” shoul d

e Protect privacy

o LlinktoK-12

e Link to labor and workforce development (utilizing wage record matching)
e Contain metadata including standard definitions

e Be flexible enough to expand in the future

As the system evolves it would

e Have the capacity to audit data
e Be formally aligned with state goals
e Demonstrate usability and sustainability

A fully realized state data system would

e Include independent and for-profit institutions
e Incorporate relevant policy information
e Demonstrate interoperability across multiple sectors.
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IV. Data Elements for a Postsecondary State Data System

Significant time was spent discussing the merits of having certain data elements in postsecondary state
data systems. There was almost unanimous agreement for the need to include certain specific elements,
while there was lively discussion and disagreement on including others. This difference of opinion may
be reflective of the different stages in system development experienced by the participants. Options
that were discussed included collecting and maintaining a wide range of data locally vs. having access to
“lookup” tables, and the potential for creating “predefined sets” of data elements required to answer
specific state-level policy questions.

The data elements listed below include those that the panels recommend be included in any state data
system. Additionally, there are some data elements included that were not explicitly recommended by
the panel, but were identified by at least three of the following four resources: IPEDS Feasibility Study,
the National Student Clearinghouse, the NCHEMS Critical Connectionstudy, and SHEEO staff
recommendations. These data elements are identified with an asterisk.

Demographidnformatiort

e Name (for matching purposes)

e Gender

e Race/ethnicity

e Date of birth

e (Citizenship

e State residency status

e Dependency status

e Social Security Number (even when not used as the primary identifier)
e College/University student identifier

e K-12 student identifier

Institutional Information
e Institution identifier
Academic background:

e High school attended
e High school graduation date*
e Standardized test scores

Enrollment Status:

o Degree-seeking status
e  First term of academic history
e Attendance status (full-time/part-time)*
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e Program/major*
Financial Aid:

e Family income

e Federal financial aid

e State financial aid

e |Institutional financial aid
e Other financial aid

e Merit-based financial aid
o Need-based financial aid

Academic Activity

e Term student credit hours (SCH) attempted
e Term SCH earned

Academic Attainment

e Cumulative grade point average (GPA)
e Cumulative SCH earned

e Program and Degree awarded

e Degree date

V. Subsequent Activity

The information gathered from these meetings will continue to be refined and disseminated. The draft
report was sent to all attendees to confirm the impressions gathered by the SHEEO staff; comments
from the participants were subsequently incorporated in this summary. Final recommendations will be
widely disseminated at national and state meetings and various publication efforts will be utilized
including a focused edition of the quarterly publication Network NewsThe information gathered will
also be incorporated into an updated and revised version of the earlier publication The Ideal State
Postsecondary Data System: 15 Essential Characteristics and required FunctRutdilityeaction and
feedback is encouraged.
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