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CHAPTERII
INTRODUCTION

Purpose

The Stearing Committee of the Nationa Postsecondary Education Cooperative (NPEC) esteblished aUnit Record
VersusAggregate Data\Working Group in 1996 to identify and assess data sharing methods that are needed to advance our
understanding of when, where, and how postsecondary studentsare served, and with what consequences. Specificaly,
the Working Group's charge wasto: (1) contrast and evaluate benefits and limitations of unit record level reporting
versus aggregeate reporting; (2) identify and andyze factors that make unit record leve reporting an issue, including
confidentiality, flexibility with changing requirements and definitions, costs, and burdens; (3) recommend new
approaches for collecting, maintaining, and sharing data taking into account technology, program ddlivery, and other
changes affecting postsecondary education; (4) document and evaluate prominent unit record level and aggregate
reporting processes and practices; and (5) document and evauate record sharing practices at the unit level aswell
as the aggregate level between institutions, governing boards, and state and Federal governments.

Scope and Direction

The Working Group'stitle -- Unit Record Versus Aggregate Data -- suggests that the subject matter is
contestedground. Somemembersof thegroup startedfrom apremisethat the statusquo for most mandated datasharing
-- aggregate data methodol ogies -- is satisfactory until proven otherwise. Other Working Group members detected
inadequaci esin the status quo and advocated the more widespread development of unit record methodologies. These
divergent viewsdid not prevent theWorking Group membersfrom concurring that abal anced treetment of the contrast
andevduate’ chargesfromthe Steering Committeewasneeded, angpproachthat giveswha wewill cal “fair treatment”
to both unit record and aggregate data.

Thisfair treatment directive from the Working Group membersto the consultants could lead some readersto
assumethat the paper will begin or end withasummary table of benefitsand limitationsunder unit record and aggregete
dataheadings. No such table appearshere. The Working Group membersfdlt that atable of benefits and limitations
would provide asolid basisfor further discussion only if aparticular use, or narrow class of uses, of the data had
been isolated for exclusive attention. Constraining the scope of the paper in this way at the outset would be

counterproductive. Instead, amoreinclusiveapproach hasbeen adopted to stimulate further discussion among readers



who have diverse vaues, different educational and work experiences, and varied affiliations and responsibilities.

The reader will find that the potential benefits and limitations are discussed throughout the document.

This paper adopts apractical approach to the unit record versus aggregate datatopic. 1t does not advocate
the universal superiority of unit records over aggregated data, or viceversa. Rather, it examines and eval uates both
approaches and the issues that will need to be addressed should one methodol ogy or the other be selected for agiven
research or adminigtrative (e.g., student tracking) application. While fair treatment exemplifies the philosophical
approach of the paper, the bulk of the discussion will focus on unit records for two reasons. (1) it isan emerging
methodology, rdatively speaking, whose useis presently |ess widespread than aggregate approaches, and (2) its use
entails a host of procedural, technological, and ethical considerations that are absent from or at least less
pronounced in aggregate methodologies.

The paper continuesin Chapter |1, after abrief overview of aggregated data, by identifying three stages of
data handling that usually involve different responsible parties, legal stipulations, and funding streams:
(2) callection, (2) sharing, and (3) release to users. This separation into three components builds on a basic fact-of -
life about today’ s postsecondary education data € ements -- most are collected initiadly asaunit record. Aggregation
typically occurs when these unit record data € ements are shared with some other person or organization, internal or
externa. Re-aggregation may then occur when one or more parties who have received the shared data prepare it for

release to end users.



CHAPTER 11
ISSUES FOR AGGREGATE AND UNIT RECORD APPROACHES

For the reasons noted above, the mgjority of this paper focuses on issues pertaining primarily to unit record
methodologies. To establish afuller context for that discussion and to accomplish the goal of balanced treatment,
however, this section begins with a brief overview of the issues associated with aggregated data.

Adggregate Data Systems: An Overview

Aggregate data refers to data collected at the institutional rather than unit (student) record level,
typicaly throughsurveys. Examplesindudethel ntegrated Postsecondary EducationDataSystem (IPEDS) surveys, the
faculty compensation survey conducted annually by the American Assodiation of Universty Professors (AAUP), and many
others. While technically each institution might be considered a unit in these studies, since that isthe level of
aggregation for data collection and at least one type of reporting, for the purposes of this paper the term “unit
record” isrestricted to instancesin which the most basic levd of aggregation (hence, the unit) isthe student. This
isan important distinction, because some of the issues that will be addressed later for unit records are applicable
to aggregated data as well, but in different ways. For example, confidentiality is also an issue for release of
agoregated data at the indtitutiona level when ingtitutions are identified by name, but thisis different in many ways

from the confidentiality issuesinvolved in unit record approaches.

Aggregated data provide summary information on many topicsat theingtitutional level or at higher leves of
aggregation. They aredriven by common dataelement definitionsandingtructionsfor providingthedata. They provide
some of the same information (at ingtitutiond or higher levels of aggregation), and suffer from some of the same
limitations (e.g., vulnerahility to changing data definitions), as unit record approaches. However, aggregate data
methodologiescarry the burden of two additiona limitationsthat haveled increasingly to the advocacy and use of unit
record approaches. (1) data initially collected at the ingtitutional level cannot be used for lower levels of
aggregation, for example, thetracking of individual students over time and across institutions/activities, and (2)
aggregate datasystemslack theflexibility to examine relationships among variables and to re-aggregate data, should
reporting needs change. For aggregate systems, design choices restrict |later analytical optionsto afar greater

extent than isthe case for unit record systems.



Aggregated data continue to satisfy many needsin postsecondary education. Institutions presently devote
considerable effort to completing the many surveysthat collect aggregate data, and they reap significant benefit from
thestudiesperformedwithinan aggregatedataframework. For thoseinformation needsthat cannot bemet by aggregate
systems, unit record systemshavebeen proposed and in some casesdevel oped. Our focusnow shiftstothoseissuesthat

affect the consideration and implementation of unit record approaches.

Collection

A comprehensive catal og of postsecondary databases would include amix of unit record and aggregate data.
Datadementsthat are collected today include a mix of information that is sought by the collecting entity itself,
typicaly acollegeor university, in support of its self-defined missions, and data that are collected only because
of an external requirement to do so. Some of the data elements reflect the referent institution’ s own management
decisionsand culture, each of which may changeover time. Themandatory datagl ementsaretraceableto such externa
parties as governing boards, state authorities, Federal government entities, financia ingtitutions, and

accreditation bodies.

This section tekes asits point of departure the central feature of the Working Group’ s overall contrast and
evauatecharge-- identifyingand ng datathat are needed to advance our understanding of when, where, and how
postsecondary studentsareserved andwithwhat consequences. Noattentionisgiventotransactionswithinand between
postsecondary indtitutionsthat have no, or only atangential, connection to student flowsinto, through, and out of
postsecondary education. Neither is attention given to other types of data collected in unit record format, such as

employeeor accountingrecords, al though many of thesame princi pleswoul d beapplicabletothoseundertakingsaswell.

A student’ s gpplication to enrall, annud financia aid request, term-by-term registration and progress, and
certification are usually documented in a unit-record context. There are often multiple storage locations within an
ingtitution for these different components of astudent’ stransactions. This scattering of unit record data el ements
withinaningtitution paesnext to the number of unit record nodesthat woul d haveto betapped to describethe odyssey

of many high school students through alifetime of postsecondary education transactions.

Today’ s data collection and retention practices will either enable or constrain tomorrow’ s uses of the data

and their value in these future applications. A large and growing share of unit record data are collected in an



eectronic medium. Caution should be exercised in dlowing current use of electronic unit record data collection to
become an implicit criterion for including a student or ingtitution in a referent population. Practical
consderations, such astime and budget congtraints, may require a reluctant adoption of this approach. If so, the
resulting loss of information should be revealed to interested parties, so they have a better understanding of the
limitations of the datathat are collected. Moreover, the capability to carry out electronic data collection may be
an appropriate explicit criterion for an institution’s participation in a uniform unit record data collection to

encourage them to acquire the capability using their own resources or to justify arequest for external funds.

Thedigtinction between collected and selectively recorded recognizes the common practice of only recording
eectronicaly some of the original dataelementsthat appear on a paper source document. The extradectronic data-
entry step introduces three new issues. (1) recording errorsthat depend on the quality-control steps that are taken,
which vary greatly acrossingtitutions; (2) opportunities for othersto impose their own judgment about what data
elements to enter; and (3) differences across institutions in paper or electronic (e.g., data entry screen) source

documents that will influence comparability in later sharing and release.

Isolation of the collection stage highlights one important aspect of the contrast and eval uate responsibility
assigned to the Working Group -- unit record collection enables more flexible subsequent sharing and releaseto users
than aggregate data collection. Asmentioned previoudy, information that is collected in aggregate form can never
be disaggregated in the future. Datathat are collected in unit record form can be aggregated later, and then re-
aggregated again, assuming that the unit record data have been retained.

At least two other important considerations apply to unit record, and to alesser degree aggregate, data

collection:

D When the origina data collection initiative comes from an outside source, the probability of
gaining voluntary institutional participation will increase if sufficient value is seen in the
potential use of the new information for the institution’s own purposes.



2 An ingtitution’ s opportunity for voluntary participation in an external party’s data collection
initiative is often assessed relative to the perceived threat that is posed by placing new detailed
informetion in the hands of individuals or organizations whose motives are viewed with skepticiam
or even fear.

Thistension between perceived opportunity on the one hand and threat on the other highlights acritical
contextual dynamic operating within postsecondary education and society in general: distrust of authority and
rel uctance to cooperate voluntarily in initiatives sponsored by that authority. This dynamic operates at the micro
level -- for example, individual students’ distrust of their college's administration -- and at the macro leve --
indtitutions’ distrust of the mediaand state and Federal agencies. Well-publicized if not widely practiced abuses
of dectronic information, with resulting harassment or exploitation of private citizens, provide an even broader
backdrop against which this distrust has developed. Those who plan and implement unit record data systems should
anticipate resistance to access to unit record information and should be prepared to demonstrate legitimate and

compelling benefits -- and guarantees against abuses -- to gain the cooperation of individuals and ingtitutions.

Different people, indtitutions, funding streams, and purposes are involved in the handling of postsecondary
education data collection, sharing, and release. This diversity offers a plausible explanation for the observed
continuum of opinion that extendsfrom vigorous opposition to unit record data sharing to aggressive advocacy of this
approach. Many of those who bear the costs and risks of data collection are far removed from the payoff on this
investment. Bridging this gap and providing real value, or at least an explanation of the larger value, to those

involved in data collection is an important ingredient of successful and responsible project management.

Sharing of Information

Thesecond chargeto the Working Group wasto “identify and analyze factors that make unit record reporting
anissue, including confidentiality, flexibility with changing requirements and definitions, costs, and burdens.”

Selected factors that make unit record reporting an issue are covered next.



Confidentiality

Thetopicscovered hereare: (1) privacy versus confidentiaity, (2) waiver of right to privacy, (3) informed

consent, (4) burdens and benefits, (5) release versus disclosure, and (6) actions needed.

Privacy Versus Confidentiality

Privacy and confidentiality are not identical. Privacy refers to an individual’s right to withhold
informetion, that is, not to divulge information to anyone else. Confidentidity refersto the handling of information
that has been obtained by a second party. The unit record information that existsin the electronic and paper files
of postsecondary education ingtitutions is there because students or othersimplicitly or explicitly waived their
right to privacy. Oneof the common explanations for missing data el ementsin unit record databases, such asa
student’ s social security number or ethnicity, isthat the right to privacy was sdlectively invoked by the individual
student to justify withholding that information.

Waiver of Right to Privacy

A person’ swillingnessto waivetheright to privacy isoften driven by the unknown or feared consequences of
that action. Those who observe agrowing distrust between students and postsecondary ingtitutions around the i ssue
of confidentiality express concern about how this attitude affects reporting accuracy. Thisin turn influences how

the potential benefits to be derived from unit record, or any other, data sharing initiatives are evaluated.

Typicaly, anyone affiliated with a postsecondary institution is informed that certain individually
descriptive data e ementswill be defined as directory information, which meansthat these data can be released to the
public. Other information isdescribed as confidential, which meansthat it will not be released in away that reveals
the identity of the person who provided it, or to whom it pertains in the case of transcript and some financial data.
Different Federal, state, and perhaps even ingtitutional rules cover particular classes of affiliation, such as

student or employee.



Informed Consent

A basic confidentiality issue iswhether aperson has an absol ute right to be given an opportunity to provide
or withhold informed consent (i.e., to waive or retain voluntarily the right to privacy) for each and every proposed
use of unit record information. If so, apractical question remains. How should this be carried out? Thereisan
extensive conceptual literature, documentation of actual practices, and judicia record on thisissue. A fundamental
themeiswhether, and under what circumstances, implied consent can beassumed. Another rdlevant topiciswhen and

where an official record of a person’s consent should be maintained and for how long.

Thiswasoneof many issuesbeforetheWorking Group. Legal and practicd differencesexist betweeninformed
consent stipulationsthat require an individua’ s consent and those that alow someone dseto act ontheindividual’s
behdf. For example, the unemployment insurance unitsin state employment security agencies collect unit record
informati onaboutempl oyeeearningsfromempl oyerswhoarerequiredtoprovidethisinformationby stateunempl oyment
compensationlaws. Individual employeesdo not havean opportunity toask their employer towithhold thisinformation.
Their consent isimplied by the acceptance of, and persistencein, thejob. Anyone who inquiresis usualy told that
theinformation provided may be used for statistical purposes other than the immediate program application, but that
the information will remain confidential and will not be released to the public in away that directly or indirectly
revealsatheemployee’ sidentity. The Bureau of Labor Statistics provides the same assurance of anonymity to
reporting businesses. Critics of the statistical purposes warning include those who allege that informed consent is

meaningless in such avague context of possible future uses of the information.

A different approachto getting informed consent has been proposed by one of our Working Group colleagues.
Each student has a sdfish interest in the success of the postsecondary ingtitution attended. Given that an efficient
and effective ingdtitution is more likely to prosper than a poorly managed one, a student can expect to share in the
benefitsthat flow from an ingtitutional performance advantage. This benefit might accrue in the form of asmaller
tuition increase or as a career advancement bonus associated with the rising stature of one’s almamater. This self-
interest motiveis away to encourage studentsto grant voluntary informed consent for the use of unit record data.
It remainsto be seen whether perceived self-interest will be strong enough to override distrust of the institution

or othersin many cases.

Recent anecdota evidence of mishandling of confidential records in noneducation settings has increased
public concern about the willingness and ability of those who promise confidentiaity to honor that pledge, adversdly



affecting the public’ swillingness to grant consent. Furthermore, reluctance to offer informed consent often has
culturd, religious, or other value-based originswhich are not evenly distributed across the postsecondary education

community, so important limitations in the interpretation of unit record databases are likely to arise.

Burdens and Benefits

Those who bear the burden and cost of collecting dataare usualy not the same people or institutions who
derive the value from thisinvestment when information is released to users. A similar difference of interests and
motivesisfound when the confidentidity issueis investigated. Those who are charged with convincing people to
consent to permitting use of unit record information are usualy far removed from those who will derive the benefit

from their success.

Release Versus Disclosure

It isimportant to distinguish between the release of information to an external party and disclosure of an
individud or ingtitution’s identity. The latter is often prohibited, but release of unit record information is rarely
barred. Today’s technologies offer an assortment of ways to accommodate release of unit record data without
jeopardizing restrictions on identity disclosure. The section on technology factorsin Chapter |11 covers some
aspects of thisissue. Lega opinionsthat distinguish between release and disclosure are now available for use by
those who seek accessto confidential unit records but have no intention of disclosing the identities of the people

and businesses or institutions that are represented in the database.

Action Needed

Some obsarvers advocete legidative action to amend Federal confidentiality laws to facilitate the sharing
of unit record data. Other observers consider such action to be a last-resort step which may not be needed to

accomplish high-priority data sharing initiatives. There are agrowing number of successful data sharing activities

that offer guidance about how to succeed within today’ s legal and regulatory environment.

Elexibility



Therationalefor unit record data sharing that one hears most often is flexibility. Even acursory reading
of postsecondary education history makesiit abundantly clear that Federd and state lawss, governance structures, and
management fads are subject to repeated, and not necessarily predictable, changes. Y esterday’s data element
definitions and aggregation rules may not satisfy today’ s needs, and refinements to meet today’ s requirements are

unlikely to suffice in tomorrow’ s environment.

Four issues are of particular importance when flexibility is valued: (1) definitional clarity, (2) data
quality, (3) data retention, and (4) access. Each of these four attributes is necessary for the value of flexibility
to be maximized. Definitional clarity, data quality, and access pertain to both current and future uses of data that

have been collected. The data retention topic affects only future uses.

Definitiona clarity and data quality influence flexibility because each use can be assigned aplace on a
continuum based on the combined importance of two factors. (1) definitiond precision and (2) quality assurancethat
the intended standard of precision has been met. The higher the levels of definitional precision and quality
assurance, the greater the flexihility in using the data for varied purposes. Some readers may think of definitional
darity and data quality as data collection rather than flexibility topics. Treatment of these issues was deferred

until now to emphasize the point that value arises from the use of data, not from the collection of data.

Definitional Clarity

Changes in data element definitions, such as the evolution of ethnicity designations in recent years,
typically occur at the unit record data collection point. Some redesigns of data collection instruments make a
conscious, but not alway's successtul, effort to ensure a precise mapping between old and new definitions. Other
redesigns pay no attention to this issue, which can limit an analyst’s ability to interpret observed differences

between base-period and end-period data points.
Much of the postsecondary educationinformationthat one might seek for awiderange of usesisnow collected
attheunitrecordlevel somewhereby someone. Thosewhopartici pateintoday’ scollection of information may not know

what subsequent analysis, sharing, and release will occur. Thisknowledge gap would be expected to have dataquality

implications, which are described next.

Data Quality

10



Lack of communication between data collectors and users can result in aloss of unit record accuracy. Theuse
of astudent’s social security number as a unit record identifier illustrates this point. A widespread practicein
the past has been to subgtitute a pseudo nine-digit number seriesfor amissing socia security number on a student’s
record when this field is used as the official student identifier. For many internal purposes this substitution
practice does not matter. However, accuracy may be critical when this record is placed in adatasharing context that
involves merging and tracking, especialy when the vaue of the identifier itself changes over time. In general, the
importance of accuracy should be conveyed back to the collection point and steps should be taken to ensure that

changing values are updated in a consistent and timely manner.

A second sourceof diminished accuracy arisesfromtheactionsof thosewhoknow what might bedonewiththe
records but then cannot or do not take the necessary precautions to ensure that the desired level of data quality is
reached. Members of theingtitutional research community are routingly faced with vexing challenges to their own
professional standardswhen unit recordsare shared, aggregated, and released inwaysthat do not alwaysreflect known
deficienciesintheunderlying data. Thisisonereason to endorse aggregetion in some gpplicationswhen more detailed
unit records cannot be collected a an acceptable level of accuracy. It is doubtful whether aggregation solves the
accuracy problem; more often than nat, it merely sweeps measurement error under therug. This set of circumstances
also raises a secondary series of questions. Who determines the acceptable level of accuracy? Isthisthreshold
enforced; and, if so how and by whom? What sanction isimposed for not ensuring that the threshold quality standard
ismet or exceeded?

Theauthors stated reluctance to offer ageneric summary table of the pros and cons of unit record versus
aggregate datais grounded in part in the points made in the previous two paragraphs. Those who are responsible for
the callection of unit record information may not know or care about the use-specific quality standards that apply in
particular data sharing and release situations.  Stated another way, theissueis rarely whether available data are
perfect. The pertinent question isusually: “Arethe datagood enough for the intended purpose?’ The three-stage
sequence of collection, sharing, and release hdps usto see why thisis a difficult question to answer. |If those who
areresponsible for quality control at the collection point do not know the full range of intended uses, then they
cannot offer expert counsdl on the quality issue. Similarly, if those who bundled unit records in shared-use settings
areisolated from those who collected the origind data e ements, they too may be unable to address the question of
adequate quality.

Data Retention

11



Thisisacomplex but essentid issueto consider under the umbrella of flexibility. Flexibility is enhanced
by definitional clarity and enforcement of a uniform threshold of data quality, but these conditions only affect
today’ s sharing and release if data are not retained for future use. Two pertinent questionsare:. Who has an interest
in dataretention? and How will retention be accomplished? Oneanswer to theinterest question is: usualy someone,
or some organization, other than the original data collector. A reasonable response to the how question is:

relatively easily, given today’ s technologies, but not without important political and administrative hurdles.

Dataretention ismore or lessneutral with respect to the unit record versus aggregate data topic, but the
ability to perform customized bundling of unit record datais a dependable way to increase the total payoff on any
investment in dataretention. It is important to acknowledge the approximate cost-neutrality of data storage and
retrieval in an dectronic medium and to assume the willingness and ability of the data retention intermediary to
comply with the letter and spirit of confidentiality stipulations. If either or both of these assumptions are

dismissed, an aggregate approach might be deemed superior, that is, safer and/or more cost effective.

Access to Retained Data

Again, thethird stage in the collect, share, and release sequenceis crucial because the vaue of data sharing
only emerges from use. The intermediate step of data retention is a necessary but not sufficient condition for

realizing afuture payoff on today’s investment in collection.

Answersto thefollowing questionswill provide astarting point for deciding how much flexibility isenough,

which isone basic criterion for approaching the unit record versus aggregate data issue in a use-specific context:

D What statutory, other mandated, and discretionary users of the data dements can be identified with
relaive certainty? Theanswer to this question identifies the population of usersto whom datamust
be released, now or in the foreseeable future.

()] What aretheminimumand maximum leve sof aggregationthat each of thecurrent userswill tolerate?
This places afloor under and a ceiling over how much aggregation can occur.

(©)] Wouldaccommodatingtheneedsof any oneof thepotential futureuserschangetheaggregationrange?

If s0, one may have to decide whether to make the necessary investment to lower the floor in the
present to satisfy afuture need.

Accuracy of Data

12



An overarching principle about accuracy in the context of unit records versus aggregate data is that the
degree of accuracy that is required cannot be defined without referenceto the intended use of the data. A high level
of accuracy is costly to achieve. This may not be needed, or if needed, may not be possible to attain.

The more stepsthat occur in moving data from the point of collection to the eventual data user (typically,
an analyst or tracker) and the fewer the quality-control mechanisms in place, the less likely that user isto
understand the full range of measurement errors that might have emerged during this passage. Thisissueis
particularly acute when the original data collector receives neither reward nor sanction for maintaining known
qudity standards. Each of us has heard the common assertion that “the data are just for areport that we haveto

submit,” which is one confidence-draining way of responding to the question about quality.

Uptothispoint, aone-way flow of datafrom collection, through sharing, to release and use has been implied.
Thisapproach tellsonly part of the story. Equaly, and somewould say, more important are cases in which a data
collector wantsto merge interna datawith other information that is controlled by one or more external parties. In
such instances, the accuracy of the recordsthat are already maintained internaly may not be anyone else’' s concern.
Thiswould not betrue, of course, if reciprocity isexpected. Inthat case, the members of the data sharing group would

normally be expected to agree upon common rules of data availability and accuracy.

For example, let us assumethat a public university system wants to know whether and where a particular
population of former studentsareworking. Some, but not dl, public university sysemshave anindtitutional research
capability to prepare an dectronic file of student socid security numbers to be submitted through the Information
Technology Support Center’ sdi stributed databaseto each parti ci pati ng stateempl oyment security agency. Thisassumes
that a student’s social security number is either used as the official student identifier, and is accurate, or that

accurate social security number information is collected and maintained using some other rationale.

Inthis example, each cooperating state employment security agency would attempt to match the transmitted
socia security numberswith itsadministrative records of employment and earnings and then return agreed-upon data
elements back through the distributed database system to the university. The university has not shared or rel eased
any of its own administrative data except the socia security numbers. However, other parties may seek to use the
distributed database capability to find out whether designated individuas have enrolled elsewhere in the university
system and, if S0, to receive agreed-upon data about those students through the distributed database system. The
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university system retainstotal control over and responsibility for accuracy regarding its own administrative records,

but the system is expected to meet agreed-upon accuracy standards when its records are shared with other agencies.

Sample Versus Universe

For the purposesof thisdiscussion, universemeansall membersof adesignated popul ation and sample means
any defined subset of apopulation. Some of the historical reasonsfor favoring the collection and sharing of sample
dataare nolonger relevant to acomparison of the pros and cons of unit record versus aggregate data. When al steps
are electronic, advances in the eectronic collection, storage, transmission, and manipulation of data have
effectively diminated cogt differences between sample and universe as a deciding factor. In fact, sasmpling could
bemoreexpens vethan universeinclus on, depending upon the techniquesand technol ogy used toidentify and draw the

sample.

The continued presence of amixture of electronic and other ways of collecting and storing information
introduces an equity issue -- the nature and extent of costs will differ among those who use different collection,
storage, retrieval, and andysis methods. TheWorking Group has made no attempt to estimate the range of such costs,
so there has been no discussion of possible responses to an awareness of these cost differences. The sample versus
universe debate would be advanced by having accurate estimates of these costs available to those who participatein
suchdiaogues. Related costinformation about the Department of Labor’ s proposed di stributed database, for example,

should be available soon.

Many who assert thesufficiency of thesampleapproach usualy haveawel-defined, singular purposeinmind,
such asasurvey of the postsecondary education plans of the current year’ shigh school seniors. Others who advocate
the retention of universe dataare often looking beyond a singleimmediate use of the information to realize additiona
vauefromthedatain thefuture. Acknowledgment of these assumptions helpsto identify the differing motives of the
respective parties and to devise astrategy to link the decision of sample or universeto the goal s of the study. Some
who advocate the collection of sample data do S0 as aconscious step toward limiting the future range of usesthat can
be made of theinformation. Similarly, those who seek the retention of universe datamay not have invested the time
and effort to define the practicd limits on data value that would result if asamplewas accepted. This describes the
stanceof many membersof thepostsecondary educati onresearch community whofocusondatava uefor aparticular use

without giving much thought to the costs incurred in data collection, retention, and sharing.
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Itisasoimportant to understand the causes and consequences of attrition over timefrom abeginning sample,
andwhat happenswhenafuturedataneed cannot beseti sfied becausetheorigina samplewasnot designedwiththat need
inmind. Itisusualy possibleto speculateintelligently about expected attrition of a base-period population over
time based on previous attrition histories in related studies. It is much more difficult to persuade skeptics that
aparticular future use of the datamight arise, which requires modification of asample design that does not take this
useinto account. An extreme modification would beto include an entire population. Infact, this modification may
not be extremein itsimpact on collection cost or burden, depending on theway in which the desired dataelements are
acquired.

Whilethereareexamplesof recent national sample designsfor the collection of postsecondary education data
by survey methods, most of the sample versus universeissues arisein the sharing phase. Again, most datathat are of
interest for many purposes are aready collected in unit record form somewhere. If qudity differences exceed a user-
defined tolerance level, then the sample versus universe issue is moot because whatever information is availableis

not usable.

One possible reason to favor sample data over the retention and sharing of universe data arises from
widespread mistrust about the willingness and ability of those who manage databases to protect the confidentiality
of therecordsthat are maintained. There may be no logicd distinction between the vulnerability of sample records
anduniverserecords, but many peopl eappear tobecomforted by theknowledgethat only somemembersof adesignated
population might beat risk of disclosureof information about them. Ancther reasonto favor sampleover universedata
retention isto preclude the possibility of alowing othersto use the database for law or other enforcement purposes.
Thelega boundariesfor permitting or coercing such extraneous but powerfully motivated uses of dataare in a state

of flux.

Release to Users

Stagethree of the collect, share, and rel ease sequence of postsecondary education data handling iswherethe
payoff on theinvestment in data collection and sharing appears. Higher payoff is often achieved with abroader client
base (i.e, more end users of thedata). Customized bundling of data dementsto satisfy different user needsis one

way to maximize value in a data sharing environment. The opportunity to bundleis limited by aggregation.
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The interest and ability of institutional research professionals to conduct sophisticated multi-variate
analyses using postsecondary education data €l ementsis another reason to consider the collection and sharing of unit
record information. Aggregeatedataaretypicaly summarizedin aunivariate format; while possibleto produce, multi-
variate tabulations of aggregate data are cumbersome to interpret and to submit to statistical tests that are most
appropriate at the unit record level.

A basic theme of the paper up to this point has been that most data €l ements are collected as unit records,
which can be stored, shared, and released in multiple formats at a decreased cogt, to produce higher potential benefits
for end users. Thisfunctiona approach ignores abasic and powerful principle of organizational behavior: Do not
knowingly provide adversaries with wegponsto attack you. Postsecondary education is not donein trying to control
the story that istold of its academic, socia, and economic role. Control of the“spin” may well belost once data are
shared with others -- particularly the media and certain governmental entities -- whose credibility and motives are

unknown, or known and feared. The culture of distrust referenced earlier should not be casually brushed aside.

On the other hand, the access and accountability questions that the public is posing to the postsecondary
education community are legitimate and deserve aresponsble, informed reply. Thejustification of both public and
consumer spending on higher education needs to be addressed. Rational and effective public policy needsto be
developed and, even though occurring within a political context, informed by accurate and timely data. Fear of
negative spin should not be used as a shield to ward off public inquiry and, in any event, will beineffective if so
used.

One of the most important emerging factorsin the accountability of postsecondary education is agrowing
ability to acquire and retain unit record data that will provide unprecedented insights into the relative importance
of particular institutions, activities, and characteristics in a student’ s success, however defined. Any student’s
achievements are ajoint outcome of many forces. Awareness of this complexity and interdependence explains an
expression of concern by many NPEC Council members -- that uncontrolled rel ease of available, but oversmplified or
otherwiselacking, outcomesinformation may distort rather than enhancethe public’ sunderstanding of postsecondary
education and any ingtitution’ s accomplishments within this diverse community. In other words, the rel ease of

information can sometimes be seen as a cost instead of a benefit.

Thispoint of view wasdiscovered by thefield researcherswho prepared the NPEC briefing paper on Student
Outcomes From a Data Perspective. That briefing paper statesthat “ at one extreme, several respondents. . . believed
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that the state should stop collecting and disseminating occupationa data since such data do little (in their opinion)
to inform questions of ingtitutional performance or effectiveness.” In such cases, non-release of available
information may be preferableto release of datathat aretoo limited to ensure proper use or when the user isnot deemed
competent or trustworthy.

An ongoing challengefor postsecondary education leadersisto find a satisfactory approach that weighsthe
postsecondary education community’ sown need for better dataagainst the externa opportunitiesand threatsthat arise
fromtheenhanced information sharing and rel easethat unit recordsafford. Thismay beoneof thecommonthreadsthat
weaves together the separate contributions of the 1996 NPEC working groups.
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Chapter 111
NEW APPROACHES

Thethird chargeto the Working Group wasto “recommend new approaches for collecting, maintaining, and
exchanging data taking into account information technology, program delivery, and other changes affecting
postsecondary educetion.” Thischapter combinesadditiona treatment of sometopicsthat wereintroduced earlier with
new issues. The Technology Factors section identifies € ectronic communication opportunities that have redefined
data collection practices and the links among collection, retention, and release. The Program Delivery Factors
section begins from apremise that distance education and recurring adult participation in postsecondary education

will continue to expand.

Technology Factors

Today’ s evolving postsecondary education environment in the United Statesis an ideal |aboratory for
examining the technological aspects of unit record versus aggregate data. The sensitivity of student enrollment
decisionsto pricing policies, the responsiveness of prospective students to various marketing strategies, patterns
of student movement within and among ingtitutions, re-enrollment phenomena, and the complex causal forces that
underlie each of these issues are all ripe for study. Progressin gaining valuable insights about these and other
topicsis now more likely because of advancesthat continue to appear in the technology sphere. Software is readily

available to transform prohibitive manual inspection tasks into routine electronic analysis of transactions data.

Transaction analysis can begin when atelephone, mail, fax, or eectronic inquiry about an institution’s
offerings arrivesfrom agiven person and then continue through every subsequent interaction between the person and
ingtitution. Aggregation is necessary if an accurate personal identifier is not assigned and used consistently for
tracking purposes. The proper use of personal identifiers has had a mixed track record to date, for a variety of
reasons. Thislimitation may be atemporary circumstance that will fade over time as a constraint on creating and

maintaining longitudinal unit records.

The goa of expert system software isto automate those aspects of human interaction that can be routinized

in adependable manner. This does not mean that mistakes are diminated; it Smply meansthat aconscious effort is
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made to anticipate the nature of the errors and minimize them. The sophistication of software design continuesto

grow, which means that the power and user-friendliness of the resulting capability isimproving.

Vendors now offer generic syssem designsthat can be refined to satisfy aclient’sneeds. For example, a
postsecondary ingtitution can install a multi-purpose communication system that automates such activities as
responding to inquiries about particular course and program offerings, through registration and billing, to
transmittal of gradeinformation and full transcripts. When afirst-time request for information is received from
atouch-tone telephone or computer, the caller can be instructed to enter aPersonal |dentification Number (PIN) of
a specified type, so any follow-up contact can be linked to thisinitial event. Then, an electronic record can be
crested and added to a database that keeps desired information about the inquiry and any response. Thebasic design
of the system can be modified after transaction information becomes available, as glitchesin the original decision

tree are revealed and corrected.

The growing number of vendorswho offer thistype of service, and the expanding population of clients, does
not reflect any national initiative or incentive. This means that cross-ingtitutional compatibility of information
collected has not been considered by the adopting ingtitutions. The vendors have an incentive to encourage the sale
of off-the-shelf or common designsto multiple customers, but the motive behind thisis profit-seeking, not uniformity

of the resulting transactions information.

Therearemany whowould benefitfromabetter understanding of how peopl edecidewhether andwhereto seek
information about postsecondary education opportunities, and what transpires after initial inquiries are made,
becausethe socia benefitsthat accompany informed choices complement the private benefitsthat accrueto thosewho
makethedecisons. Consstent use of asingleidentifier by each applicant across time and ingtitutions would permit
valuabletransaction andysisto be carried out. For reasons described earlier in the paper, including the isolation
of thosewho bear the data collection burden from much of thevaluethat isextracted by others from that information,
it isunlikely that widespread voluntary use of such an identifier will happen soon.

A practical way to movetoward broader adoption of transaction analysis capabilitiesisto begin with clusters
of indtitutions that have a common interest in voluntary cooperative data definitions and information collection,
retention, and sharing practices. Obvious candidates include members of an association or consortium, institutions

within apublic postsecondary education system, and schoolsthat have traditions of competition for enrollees. Even
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then, use of acommon identifier may need to be mandatory before the payoff to institutional participation can be

demonstrated with actual data received from cooperating institutions.

Progress in eectronic data sharing capabilities and practices is becoming more widely known as start-up
effortsreach thethird stage of actua datardease. Florida s Educeation and Training Placement Information Program
(FETPIP), described in Chapter |V of this paper, isapioneering example. At least three other states (North Caroling,
North Dakota, and Texas) have adopted magjor features of this comprehensive approach to routinizing the avail ability
of employment and earnings information on behalf of participating postsecondary institutions. After years of
investment in system design and devel opment, ashared information system creeted through the leadership of Oregon’s
Employment Department has just reached the stage three “release of data” point. Each of these is a state-initiated
effort. There are many other similar examples. Thisgrowth of state initiativesis consistent with a point madein
the previous paragraph -- the presence of acommon interest paired with apervasivelowering of cost and trust hurdles

isapromising signal of success.

Technology has made unit record data retention and sharing more feasible, and potentially safer from a
confidentiality protection standpoint, than in the days of paper records stored in file cabinets. Reliable encryption
softwareisnow in routine use. Other recent innovations include fingerprint technologies that require a person to
log into arestricted database by placing afinger on the computer screen, which isthen scanned for confirmation and
authorized access using a previoudy stored database of approved fingerprints. This means that every transaction
using the confidential recordsis recorded, and the responsible person can be identified and dealt with as needed if
unacceptable behavior ensues. Progress on these fronts trandates into an ability to satisfy more information users.
A larger population of beneficiaries creates an incentive for further technological breakthroughs motivated by
expected profits.

The speed and extent of advancing data storage and processing capahilities, and falling costsincurred in
these activities, have affected the balance of opportunities and threats associated with data sharing and use. On the
other hand, new opportunities for collecting, retaining, sharing, and using unit record information a so create an
unprecedented possibility of system failure. Thereisacompelling need to accompany progressin taking advantage
of what technology alowswith aparald, and hopefully forward-looking, did ogue about what untoward events might
be unleashed by too hasty action. A ddlicate balancing act isrequired here: Thase who tarry too long in demonstrating

the value of their innovation may be trampled by others who are not as cautious.

20



Program Delivery Factors

Three features of postsecondary education in the United Statestoday are changing the nation’ s estimates of
the net benefits that flow from unit record versus aggregate data collection and sharing:

D Therapid growth of distance education;

2 Higher, and allegedly increasing, transfer rates among traditional students and periodic re-
enrollment of adultsin both credit courses and other types of postsecondary offerings; and

3 The tendency for many students to pursue a post-baccal aureate degree -- increasinglyin many
fields, an advanced degree is either required or desired for career growth.

Aggregate units of andysisthat sufficed yesterday, such asingtitution and program, remain useful for some
applicationstoday but are inadequate for others. Designation of an outcome as attributable to only the most recent
educational experience has dways been questionable, but the weight of evidence indicating that this should not be
donehashbecomeincreasingly compelling asmorestudentsenrall at multipleingtitutions. Theconcept of joint outcome

that was introduced and defined earlier isrelevant here.

Any outcomemeasure, whether it beof cognitivecompetence, interpersonal kill and adaptability, employment
andearnings, or anything € se, isameasure of cumulative achievementsand shortcomings, unlessan accuraterecording
of before-and-after levels has occurred at the beginning and end of aparticular period of exposure to postsecondary
educeation. Thisdoes not mean that al previousforces are of equd influence. It does mean that a conscious effort

should be made to account for those factors that most observers agree can and should be accounted for.

The growth of distance educeation and recurring enrollment patterns has affected the “should” part of this
deliberation. Thetechnology and cost of data storage and processing has affected the “can” issue. Participationin
distance education opportunities and the push-pull of incentives to enroll throughout one' s adult years occur over
time. Thistrandatesinto agrowing interest in maintaining longitudinal data sets. It is not sufficient to simply
maintain dataover along period of time. Thedatabases haveto be conscioudy designedtointerlock. Many of today’s
data collectors have made no apparent effort to facilitate someone else' s ahility to link data with one or more other

databases. Thisisunderstandable for reasons that have been described earlier.

A new compact between data collectors and data users would enable evaluators and policy analyststo study
postsecondary education as a continuing, longitudina phenomenon. The delivery of postsecondary education in the
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United Statesis changing rapidly. Many of the transactions that make up this structural change are needlesdly lost
to analysis, we say ‘needlesdy,’ because this unit record information is often collected in some electronic medium
and then conscioudly discarded becauseit is not believed by its custodian to be of useanymore. Strategic decisions
are compromised by this gap in understanding.

Advocates of unit record dataargue that sensible and effective policiesin many parts of the postsecondary
education enterprise today require timely and accurate information that can only be assembled through the collection
and sharing of unit record information with appropriate respect for institutional and personal confidentiality
standards and the diversity of missionsacross postsecondary education. They do not arguethat al unit records should
be retained forever, nor that unit record information should always be shared for the greater good. However, new
opportunitiesfor reaizing the vaue from retained unit record information have been demonstrated (see Chapter 1V).
Perceived threats can and should be acknowledged and answered in adeliberate manner. Incentives for voluntary

participation in unit record projects, rather than externally mandated occasions, should be created.
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CHAPTER IV
REPORTING AND SHARING PROCESSES

Perspectives

Postsecondary education dataare shared daily. One basicissue beforethe Working Group washow toredize
highervauefromshareddata. Therearemany waystoincreaseva uefromsharing, someexamplesof whichareprovided
below. These should be treated asillustrative of the range of such activities that are already under way. Other

similar data sharing activities could have been chosen for coverage here.

A construction metaphor captures the theme of this section. Architects understand the difference between
load-bearing and non-load-bearing features. Non-load-bearing components can be removed without affecting the
structural integrity of the overall design. Like architects, the designers of postsecondary information systems
should clearly identify the essential componentsthat cannot be sacrificed without jeopardizing the integrity of the
systemsthemselves. Justification of discretionary features can then proceed based on other criteria

Postsecondary informati on systemsappear, evolve, and sometimesfadefromview inquitedifferent waysover
varied lengths of time. These information systems often have both vertical and horizontal features. Systems that
include dissimilar types of ingtitutions have vertical features, and those that cover similar institutions have
horizontd attributes. Theinformation system maintained by Florida s Office of Workforce Education and Outcome

Information Services serves below as an example of both vertical and horizontal features.

Theprocessof designing and then buil ding apostsecondary information system can be described in top-down
or bottom-up terms. Information systems of the top-down type usudly include comprehensive design features at the
outset. Thedistributed Wage Record Information System (WRIS) being developed by the Unemployment Insurance
I nformation Technol ogy Support Center offersanexampl eof atop-downinformation system. Bottom-up systemsoften
reflect the fact that they were assembled using available data components that do not necessarily result in acomplete
andunduplicatedsystemof records. Thepostsecondary informationsystembeingassembledby TheJacob FranceCenter
at the University of Baltimore illustrates this bottom-up approach.

Each combination of thevertical/horizontal and top-down/bottom-up design festurescan besegmented further

into Sngle-state/multi ple-state/national coverage. Theinformation system managed by the University of North
Carolina General Adminigtration, and another developed by the University of Maryland System, are single-state
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examples. WashingtonState’ sBoardfor Community and Technical Collegeshasbeenapioneerinthedesignandpractice
of interstate data sharing. The National Student Loan Clearinghouse is arecent entrant into the national coverage

market.

CensusBureau data, Nationa Center for Education Statistics databases, and the L uxembourg Income Study sarve
asmodds of top-down nationa information systemsthat contain unit record data dements. |n each case, user access
is restricted, and release of identifiable information is prohibited. This statement applies to each of the
postsecondary information systems previously identified in this section -- none permits rel ease to the public of

information that identifies a current or former student.

Vertical and Horizontal Features and FETPIP

Thecomprehens veinformationsystemnow managedby Fl ori dal sOfficeof WorkforceEducationandOutcome
Information Services -- the Florida Education and Training Placement Information Program (FETPIP) -- provides a

valuable case study of most of the issues raised in the previous subsection®:

m Today' scomprehensiveinformation system hasevolved over morethan adecade (more then two decades
if pilot phases of component testing are included) of almost continuous refinement.

m The genesisof FETPIP can betraced to the sameissues that have been debated by Working Group
members: (1) public and legidative interest inimproved accountability for investmentsin public
education, (2) concern about the quality of information then availablefor performance measurement
purposes, and (3) anticipation of level or declining public investment in data collection and
information system maintenance.

m FETPIP smanagement team hasmaneuvered through potential minefidl dsby mixing: (1) successful
legidativeinitiatives, (2) apersistent broadening of the system’s customer base and constituent
sarvices, and (3) unwavering attention to data confidentiaity matters aswaves of Federal and Sate
law changes and orchestrated assaults on public opinion have affected the program’ s opportunities
and practices.

m The database architecture, processing protocols, and management rules exemplify most of the
feasible combinations of unit record callection, longitudinal maintenance, controlled access, and
multi-faceted release with different aggregation features.

m The FETPIP offers comfort to those who loathe one-size-fits-all initiatives that pay little heed to
the interests of the data providers. The system now offers well over one hundred customized
reporting applications for a growing number of interested parties.
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m The system’ s reputation has grown through careful assembly and distribution of reliable evidence
that the public’ sinvestment in FETPI P has produced an attractive return-on-investment shared by
diverse congtituencies.

A basic lesson to be drawn from the FETPIP sfirst decade and current statusis that a state can carry out
amogt any conceivablerangeof performance measurement provisionsthat might emergefrom pending reauthorization
of theHigher Education Act, theAdult Education Act, theCarl D. PerkinsV ocationa and Applied Technology Act, and
possible reated amendmentsto the Indian Education Act, the Job Training Partnership Act, and other complementary
Federal laws.

FETPIP’s Postsecondary Features

Thedatabase maintained by Horida s Office of Workforce Education and Outcome Information Sarvices contains
unit record data elements for all community college associate degree and vocational students; all postsecondary
voceationd studentsin district-managed schools; all state university system graduates; adult education students;
sdlected private vocational schoals, colleges, and universities; al Job Training Partnership Act programs and Project
I ndependence (welfarejobs program) participants; and other smaler programsthat sometimesinvolve postsecondary
ingtitutions. Thetota number of participant records, including but not limited to postsecondary students, that are

included in adata processing cycle now exceeds 2 million records.

Recordsare linked dectronically with such outcome coverage sources as the State Department of Education
(for both public and private college and university enrollments in Florida), the State Department of Management
Services(for Floridacareer serviceempl oyment), theFH oridaDepartment of L abor and Employment Security (for Florida
employment covered by the sate' s unemployment compensation law), the Department of Children and Families (for public
assistance participation), the Department of Corrections (for incarceration/probation information), the U.S. Postal
Service (for postal career service employment located anywhere), the U.S. Department of Defense (for military
personnel stationed anywhereworldwide), andtheU.S. Officeof Personnd Management (for Federd civilianemployees
wherever they may be assigned).
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Based ontherecordsobtained fromtheH oridaDepartment of Labor and Employment Security, approximately
25,000 Horidaemployersof former high school and postsecondary students and other trainess are surveyed to collect
occupetiona assignment and county worksite of each member of the reference population. Thisis complemented by
employer opinion surveystheat aredesigned in cooperationwith such groupsasthe Division of Community Colleges, the

Board of Regents, the Postsecondary Education Planning Commission, and employer advisory bodies.

The FETPIP participatesin aVocationa Education Performance-Based | ncentive Funding initiative, which
includesinvolvement in an Occupational Forecasting Conferenceand theidentification of “fundable’ placements. The
Occupational Forecasting Conferenceisamulti-agency activity that resultsin an agreed-upon list of occupeationsthat
offer the most promisefor successful career entry and sustainability for Florida s students. The fundable placements
concept refersto acooperative effort to identify those students who successfully enter occupations on the Conference
list, 0 their indtitutions can be rewarded for acting on the Conference information. By July 1998, the Performance-
Based | ncentive Funding programisto be expanded to cover al adult general education and postsecondary vocetiona

and associate of science programsin Florida as aresult of 1997 legidative action.

Challenges Faced in the FETPIP Program

The FETPIP management team encounters and attemptsto respond to challengesthat are voiced by thosewho use

the program’ sinformation on a voluntary or mandated basis.

m The data provided by Florida s Department of Labor and Employment Security and by Florida's
Department of Management Sarvicescover only Horidaemployment. Only Federd civilianemploymernt,
military personnd, and U.S. Postdl Service employment beyond Florida s bordersisincluded. The
Wage Record | nterchange System now being designed by the Unempl oyment Insurance Information
Technology Support Center, whichiscoveredunder ANational, But Voluntary Approach, respondsto
thislimitation.

m The earnings figures provided by Foridaemployersto the Department of Labor and Employment
Security are reported on a quarterly basis, without reference to full- or part-time status of the
employeeor an actua date of hire or termination. A former student can hold morethanonejobina
quarter, either smultaneoudy or sequentially, which meansthat arule must be adopted for handling
multiplerecordsfor that person. The FETPIPmanagement team hasbeen an aggressiveleader of, and
participant with, colleaguesin other stateswho have devised waysto grapple with these chdlenges.

m The FETPIP hasalegidative mandate to collect and share information that must be used in making

selected management decisionsthat affect Florida s public and private postsecondary colleges and
universities. Over timethis hasled to arefinement of performance measurement and performance
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standards practices, which promises to be of substantial interest as congressional action on the
array of pending reauthorizations and amendments mentioned earlier begins. Theabsence of aone-
sizefits-al mentdity in the FETPIP s activities will be of particular importance as evidenceis
sought to counter legid ative and management fears of blunt instrument approachesto performance
measurement.

m TheFETPI Pprogramhaspioneeredthesuccessful pursuitof unit recorddatabasemanagement without
violating Federa or state confidentidity laws or public concerns about loss of privacy. This has
been accomplished by ensuring that thelawsthemsd vesareunderstood and that all actionstaken are
in full compliance with these statutes and complementary regulatory provisions. In addition, the
FETPIP smanagement team hastaken aproactive stancein helping legidators, schoal officids, and
the public-at-large to understand the legal provisions and FETPIP's features that protect
individual rightsto confidentiality.

A National, but Voluntary Approach

The FETPIP, its counterpartsin other statesthat have amore limited interest in postsecondary information,
and others in the employment and training, welfare-to-work, and related sectors, share acommon interest in finding
apractical way togainaccesstoinformati on about employment and educati on eventsthat occur beyondtheir ownstate' s

borders. Stevens and Duggan (1988) made the following recommendation:

One possihility that Congress should consider for redizing this potentid [of state unemployment insurance
program administrativerecords] isthe nationd archiving of theindividual-level Wage Records now routingly
purged in many of the states. The cost of computer processing and storage of millions of records was once
prohibitive, but thisis no longer the case. Current data processing technology far surpasses what was
possiblewhen the Wage Record programs cameinto existence [ between 1938 and the l ater 1980s depending upon
the referent state], and further advancesin archiving methods can be expected. At the same time, routine
procedures aready have been developed to ensure protection of the anonymity of records and the privacy of

individuals.?

TheFederd government responded to thiscommon needin 1995. The Unemployment Insurancelnformation
Technology Support Center was created by the Unemployment Insurance Service in the Employment and Training
Adminigtrationof theU.S. Department of Labor. A consortium of four organi zations collaboratein the management of
thisCenter: (1) the State of Maryland, (2) Mitretek Systems, (3) Lockheed Martin Corporation, and (4) theUniversity

of Maryland. Theoveral mission of the Center isto serveasalaboratory and clearinghouse of up-to-dateinformation
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about how stateunempl oymentinsuranceunitscantakeadvantageof newinformationtechnol ogiestoimprovethequality

of their servicesto clients and to control the cost of delivering these services.

Soon after the Center wasestablished, thedirector of theU.S. Department of Labor’' sAmerica sLabor Market
Information System (ALMIS) entered into an agreement with the Center’ s leadership to design and pilot test an
interstate sharing of wage record data to increase the value of state performance measurement activities like the
FETPIP. A digtributed database design was chosen so ownership and physica control of each state' sadministrative

records would remain in the state; no creation of a single national database was envisioned at any time.

The Center’ sdistributed Wage Record | nterchange System (WRI'S) concept is straightforward, although the
logistics of implementing this conceptual design are not assimple. A requesting entity, such as Florida' s FETPIP
program, would enter into aforma data sharing agreement with the Information Technology Support Center. This
agreement would specify the rulesfor participating asasender and receiver of information. These stipulationswould
cover suchissues asfrequency and specific timing of anticipated requests, means of information transmittal, expected
targets of the distributed inquiries, acceptable time lapse for responses, required formats of responses, financial

considerations, and legal matters.

The challengesfaced by the Center’ sdesign team for the distributed WRIS are readily apparent. What rules
for digibility to enter into adata sharing agreement will be established? Will each state be expected to designate
a single entity to act as the administrative agent for all interested partiesin that state, and if so, how will that
entity be selected? Will datarequests be bundled at the state level and then transmitted to the Center, which means
that compromises must be negotiated within the state among the participating parties about the desired frequency of
request and acceptabl e responsetime? Or will requestsbe accepted from multiple nodeswithin astate but perhapsthen
be held for specified periods to achieve economies in the subsequent bundling of multiple states' requests and
transmittal through the distributed network? The choices among these options will have important system design
consequences. What ruleswill be established for deciding which records are distributed to what nodes throughout the
network of states? How will the design be affected by states that decline to participate and late entrants or early
departures? What threshold level of participation, perhaps stratified in some way, must be achieved to justify
establishment and maintenance of the distributed capability?

TheWRISisdtill inthedesignand pil ot testing phase. NPEC member Marc Anderberg, and othersinthe U.S.
Department of Labor’ sDdlas(TX) region, arecooperatinginthispilot phase. Anderberg’ sparticipation complements
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hisConsumer Report System consortium activitiesthat have been under way as part of the Department’ sALMISinitiaive.
Thisconsortium'’ sactivitiesarel edby the TexasStateOccupational | nformationCoordinating Committee(SOICC). The
Texas SOICC hasadopted many features of Horida s FETPIP program in pursuing its own performance messurement and
accountability activities. The NPEC' sleadership is encouraged to establish an ongoing line of communication with

the Information Technology Support Center asit continues its design and pilot testing.

A Bottom-Up and Voluntary Approach

Maryland' s(then) Department of Economic and Employment Devel opment entered into a data sharing agreement
withaUniversity of Maryland System ingtitution in 1989 to establish an archive of Maryland wage recordsthat could
be used for the agency’ sand other research purposes. Since 1991 thisarchive has been managed by The Jacob France
Center inthe Merrick School of Business at the University of Baltimore. Until 1996 thiswas a unique arrangement
between a gtate university and a state employment security agency.- Last year, Georgia State University entered into
asimilar agreement with Georgia s Department of Labor, and the data acquisition step isunder way. Currently, the
University of Missouri-Columbiaisnegotiating with Missouri’ s Department of Labor and Industry to cresteasimilar
university-based archive and research capability. Also last year, the University of California entered into a formal
data sharing agreement with California sEmployment Devel opment Department. Thiswill facilitate restricted access
by authorized researcherstothe Department’ sdata, but no mention hasbeen made of actually archiving unit record data

at aUniversity location.

Thedatasharingagreementthat now existshetweenMaryland’ sDepartmentof L abor, LicensingandRegulation
and the University of Batimore requires written authorization to be obtained for each proposed research use of the
dataarchived in The Jacob France Center. Strict confidentiaity protocols arefollowed. The Center receives funds
from: (1) the Department of Labor, Licensing and Regulation, to support ascope-of-work that isrevised annudly; (2)
the Governor’ s Workforce Investment Board, to design and maintain an interagency performance measurement and
accountability system; (3) the Andrew Mdllon Foundation, in cooperation with Princeton University, to acquire and
mai ntai n adatabase of Baltimore City Public Schoolsand metro Baltimore public community college student records,
and (4) the Sloan Foundation, in cooperation with The Urban Institute, MIT, and Jobs for the Future, Inc., to

“Wagerecords have been used by university faculty members, and others, for research purposes for more than 30 years. The
chronology of this development and many citations to publications that used these data are found in: David W. Stevens (February 23,
1994), Research Uses of Wage Record Data: Implications for a National Wage Record Database, Washington, DC: Division of
Occupational and Administrative Statistics, Bureau of Labor Statistics, U.S. Department of Labor, 12 pp.
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investigate changes in earnings inequality in recent years. Each of these funded projects requires written
authorization from the data providersto conduct the proposed research. Separate data sharing agreements have been
negotiated with the Baltimore City Public Schools, seven of the state’s 16 public community colleges, and the
University of Maryland System.

This bottom-up approach to establishing a database and using it for authorized purposesis very time-
intensive. But, likethe FETPIP example, the local ownership and control factor is extremdy important. There may
be no practical differencein the actuarial risk that is posed by transmitting data across long distances and then
using it at aremote location, but education |eaders express a strong preference for local (often meaning state)
control of adatabase. Thisisthe motivating force behind the distributed database design being devel oped by the

Unemployment Insurance Information Technology Support Center.

A piece-it-together approach also inevitably suffersfrom aloss-of-valuethat: (1) accompaniesthe absence
of any control over the datadementsthat are included in the databases provided by the cooperating institutions; (2)
can betraced to quality differencesamong the databasesthat are eventually acquired; and (3) stemsfromtimediverted
to fund raising, the negotiation of data sharing agreements, and investment in learning the nuances of each
ingitution’sdata. At the sametime, thereisasensethat valueis gained from: (1) knowing more about the actual
characterigtics of each database and (2) engaging in quid pro quo arrangements to provide each ingtitution with

information that it values for its own purposes.

A Within-State, Self-Contained Approach

The University of North Carolina General Administration

TheUniversity of North Carolina(UNC) Generd Adminigtration’ sgpproach, asit hasbeen described by Working
Group colleague Gary Barnes, illustrates both the strength and weakness of seeking acdlearly defined limited objective
through datasharing. The University Administration has conducted student outcomeresearch in cooperetion with the

North Carolina Employment Security Commission and other state organizations.

Among the advantages documented are: (1) relatively few interagency data sharing agreements had to be
negotiated; (2) morewasknown at the outset about the qudity of the student records because they were drawnfroma
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single system, although not from just one institution; (3) the availability of a usable student identifier (socia
security number) was more likely, since this is the official designated student identifier, but accuracy was not

ensured; and (4) use of the data could be controlled, so exposure to unauthorized use was not a problem.

The disadvantages, as described by Barnes, include: (1) disappointment with the limited findings that can
be reported using the administrative records alone and (2) frustration that it is so difficult to build an effective
codition of thosewho arein asimilar circumstance individudly, but each of whom would benefit from a successful
common assault on these condraints. Thelogica result isadvocacy for an equally limited broadening of scopeto
cross state bordersin search of valugble information, but without expanding the original intent of the data sharing
activity. Thedistributed WRIS described earlier would accomplish theimmediate god sought, which isinformation
about whether and where UNC “leavers’ areworking and how much they are earning, if the pilot effort isjudged to be
asuceess and enough states agree to cooperate in the distributed data sharing activity. The National Student Loan

Clearinghouse may offer complementary access to continued pursuit of education activities by former UNC students.

University of Maryland System

The University of Maryland System Administration has devel oped an el ectronic transcript transmittal
capability. Therdatively new datasharing systemisknown asthe Maryland Partnership in Electronic Datal nterchange
(EDI). The Administration’ s systems engineering unit designed the processto fegture acentral repository, or “post
office,” that accepts transcripts sent el ectronically by a previously authorized sending ingtitution in Maryland to
adesignated, and also previoudy authorized, Maryland recipient. The security system includes a call-back feature
to ensure that the request is actudly coming from an approved node and a party who knows the proper passwords.
Transcript information that has been sent and accepted using the call-back feature triggers areceipt detailing the

date and time sent, and the date and time of receipt and person acknowledging that receipt.

ThisisaPC-based systeminwhichnecessary softwareandappropriatemodemcapabilitieswereprovidedby the
University of Maryland System Administration to ensure acommon quaity of performance standard. The security
features have resulted in no complaints of loss of confidentidity to date, since the mail box and call-back features
are far more secure than the more costly, and subject to loss, mailing of paper transcripts that the system has

replaced.
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Interstate Data Sharing

Therearenumerousexamplesof ad hocinterstate sharing of outcomesinformation, but the approach adopted
by Washington' sStateBoardfor Community and Technica Colleges(WSBCTC) waschasenfor coverageherebecauseithed
been sustained longer before being affected by a unique event. A data sharing agreement was negotiated with
Washington’' sEmployment Security Department, but a sowiththestateempl oyment security agenciesinotherwest coast
states. For severd yearsthe WSBCTC was ableto report the employment and earnings status of selected populations
of former studentsthat represented broader geographic coverage than other state-specific performance measurement
systems.~ The downside of thistype of one-on-one negotiation of interstate data sharing agreementsisillustrated
by thefact that Oregon’ sDepartment of Employment sought alegal opinionfromthestateattorney generd’ sofficewith
respect to an intrastate data sharing initiative, which led to the termination of the then-active interstate data
sharing agreement withWashington. Again, the proposed national distributed WRISmay helpto resolvethisissue, but
optimism in this regard must rely on an expectation of each state’ swillingness and legal ability to participate. We
are not aware of any reliable source of information about how many states can, and might be expected to, participate
in this distributed database activity.

Multi-purpose Accountability Systems

There has been asubstantia amount of activity of thistypein recent years. Much of this state action was
taken in anticipation of enactment of either the Careers Act or Job Training Consolidation Act by the last Congress,
whichdidnot happen. Amongongoingeffortsthat might bemonitoredinthefutureontheNPEC' sbehalf areCalifornia s
Performance-Based Accountability |mplementation Plan, which was approved by the California State Job Training
Coordinating Council (SITCC) onJune 20, 1996, and released to the public 10 dayslater. Thisdocument wasrequired
by the Cdifornia Senate s Bill 645, which had becomelaw on January 1, 1996. The primary intent of thislegidation
is “to develop atool to assess the accomplishments and measure the effectiveness of California s workforce

preparation system.”

TheSpecid Committeefor Performance-Based Accountahility, whichwas established by the SITCC hasidertified

four customersfor report cards that will be released in phases over the next five years. Thesefour client groups are:

*+Again, other sates have carried out interstate record matching for a variety of designated populations, sometimes more than
once. Washington'seffort was early in this series and led to generally acknowledged added va ue to the overall effort, without jeopardizing
confidentiality of student records.
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(1) oversight entities, (2) state and local workforce preparation agencies, (3) individuals interested in jobs and
caregrs, and (4) employers. Theworkforce preparation agenciesdesignated inthelaw aredefined by “ shall” and “ may”
clauses. Thelaw dtatesthat “. . . this system shdl measure the performance of state and federally funded education
andtraining programs. Programsto bemeasured may include programsinreceipt of fundsfrom [Federal and statelaws
arenamed].” TheCommittee splanrdeasedin June 1996 then statesthat “. . . the Committeeintends, for the purposes
of theinitial sat of SB 645 report cards, that at |east arepresentative sample of those who have participated in each
of theprogramslistedin SB 645 will beincluded. To thisend, the Committee asked each program to proposethoseit
would prefer toinclude” The plan further statesthat “the SJITCC believesthat SB 645 intendsthat all programsin
the state whose purpose isto prepare any part of the workforce should ultimately be included in the report card
system.”

TheCdiforniaSITCC Committeg’ sactivitiesinthenext few yearsshould bemonitored on behdf of theNPEC
because the successes and failures experienced in Californiawill undoubtedly affect whet istried elsewhere through
satelegidaion like SB 645. SomeWorking Group members have expressed darm at the problemsthat might accompany
coverage of traditional public and private 4-year academic, and 2-year transfer, postsecondary institutions and
programsinperformance-basedaccountability systemsof thistype. Other Working Groupmembershavevoicedsimilar
concerns about the difficulty that will be encountered in issuing report cards on bundles of eectronic course-taking
that are assembled by individual students who have no intention of completing atraditional course of study at one or

moreinstitutions. 2

The National Student Loan Clearinghouse”

The Nationa Student Loan Clearinghouse is anonprofit organization that was established to facilitate the
process by which higher education institutions keep financial aid lenders and guaranty agencies apprised of the
enrollment status of recipients of student loans. The origind purpose wasto smplify and consolidate the processes
used by individual educationd indtitutions, oan organizations, and students in this regard. It works with all types
of postsecondary entitieswhich are digibleto participate in Title IV higher education programs. In the December
1996 NPEC Council meeting, arepresentative of the Clearinghouse reported that the nation’ s private and public
postsecondary ingtitutions were using the Clearinghouse s services on avoluntary basis to report on the enrollment

status of nearly 9 million students. This represented approximately 60 percent of the enrollments at the time.

33



The Clearinghouse receives automated enrollment reports from participating institutions up to nine times
duringtheacademicyear. Reportsare sent within 30 daysof the beginning of atermto certify loan payment deferments
for enrolled students. The reports include data on all students enrolled in participating institutions. Specific
data items include: name, social security humber, ingtitution code, enrollment status (full-time, half-time, less
than half time, graduate student, withdrawal, etc.), status start date, term beginning and end dates, anticipated
graduation date, and student address.

On April 20, 1997, the Clearinghouse staff announced that it waslaunching anew service built on the data
collected from ingtitutions. The service would be referred to as TransferTrack. The services are expected to be

available to ingtitutions participating in the Clearinghouse' s basic services during the summer of 1997.

TranferTrack isdesigned to assist ingtitutionsin meseting requirementsof the Federal Student Right to Know
and Campus Security Act concerning thetracking of sudentswhotransfer from oneingtitution to another. Ingtitutions
wishing to avail themsdlves of the service will provide afile to the Clearinghouse containing the identity of students
they wishtotrack. The Clearinghouse staff will then search its data base for a specified time frame to determine if
the identified students have reenrolled in another Clearinghouse-participating institution. A report will be
generated and provided to ingtitutions containing the records of students who transferred aong with the name of the

new ingtitution and enrollment dates. A fee will be charged to users based on the volume of studentsto be tracked.

OnMarch 20,1997, representativesof the TexasA utomated Sudent Follow-up Sysemfromthe TexasSOICCand
FETPIP met with representatives of the Clearinghouse regarding potential student follow-up applications.
Representatives from both states were interested in piloting an effort to devel op follow-up data on their states
studentswho enrolled in postsecondary programs beyond their state borders. Whiletherewas mutual interest in such
activities, the Clearinghouse staff indicated that it could not participate in such an activity until they determined
how well the TransferTrack program would operate and how participating institutions would react to the service.
Nevertheess, severd options were discussed, including atria program where the Clearinghouse would only identify
the fact of an out-of-state enrollment with no institutional detail.

Representatives of the three organizations discussed the possibility of adding additional dataitemsto the
Clearinghouse database to increase its value as a follow-up and tracking tool. These included students' majors,
program levels, graduation status, and grade-point average. There was additional discussion regarding the ability

to track simultaneous enrollments and longitudinal transfers as well.
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Asaresult of the meeting, it was agreed that a pilot test might be further developed after the Clearinghouse
staff had the opportunity to assess interest and participation in the new TransferTrack program. Thismay bea
possibility late in 1997 or early in 1998.
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CHAPTER YV
RECOMMENDATIONS

This paper reviews broad concepts affecting unit record and aggregate data collections. At the sametimeas
there areincreased demands on postsecondary ingtitutions and governing bodiesfor outcome accountability, thereare
fewer resources with which to develop required information. Further, there are significant changes in the ways that
students pursue postsecondary education that makes it difficult to define the accountable unit. Given these
situations, ingtitutions, states, and other responsible entities have recognized the growing importance of more
efficient use of gtatistical resources by using record linkages -- that is, the exchange of unit-level datawith other
entities for statistical purposes. These exchanges may involve linking administrative records with other

administrative records or survey data.

It isrecommended that the Working Group on Unit Record V ersus Aggregate Data continue itswork into the next
fisca year at the direction of the NPEC Steering Committee. It is suggested that the next phase of the group’ s work
focus particularly on potentid  linkages of unit record datato assist postsecondary entities in the development of
datathat will meet demandsfor accountability. Thiswill require an analysis of what major unit record exchanges
exigt, what difficulties areinherent in the exchanges, and what key processes are required to ensure appropriate,
efficient manipulation and reporting of data. The analyses should address privacy and data security, non-disclosure
of individudly identifiable attributes, and possible reidentification. They should also include how reporting issues
are addressed, including non-coverage, duplicate records, and quantitative analysis. The uses of the data that result
should be specified andillustrated. There are anumber of parallel effortsin several states and federal agencies.
It should be an important part of the Working Group' s efforts to identify these and become familiar with how these
issues are being addressed.
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Thissummary wasadded by Working Group ChairmanJay PfeifferfollowinghisvisitandinterviewswithVice
President John Ward. Readers may wish to review the National Student L oan Clearinghouse document
TransferTrack: A New Service Developed to Provide Post-secondary Institutions with Information on Students
Who Transfer Out to Other Schools, National Student Loan Clearinghouse; Herndon, VA, May 1997.
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