Public Comments, Questions, Concerns about the

Performance Based Data Management Initiative

The Office of the Chief Information Officer received public comments from six State agencies, one school district, and two education organizations.  (These comments are attached at the end of this summary and response.)  The Performance Based Data Management Initiative (PBDMI) team also scheduled visits to each State Education Agency (SEA) in the fifty States plus the District of Columbia and Puerto Rico to discuss all aspects of this collection activity.  At each of those site visits the PBDMI team provided extensive opportunities for the SEA information providers and subject matter experts to comment on this collection proposal.  Their comments and suggestions are also included in this summary.

Since many of the submitters provided comments that were overlapping or related to other submitters’ comments, we have combined and organized them into a dozen issues in order to address each of these issues as a coherent whole.

1. One commenter encouraged the PBDMI team to continue and expand its interagency dialogue related to data collections efforts and state-to-state comparability of data.  They pointed out that others have developed data systems that they would like to expand to include all NCLB data elements.  They also recommended that ED convene a national advisory committee to address these data issues and expressed an eagerness to work with ED to support the development of a uniform data system.

The PBDMI team will contact this group and is committed to working on ways to increase the level of collaboration on our mutual interests.  The suggestion to convene a national advisory committee is beyond the authority of this initiative but it will be passed to senior officers for their consideration.  PBDMI will continue to reach out to any and all groups that are working on defining or clarifying the definition of elementary and secondary education data elements.

2. A few respondents expressed their concern about the premature analysis and use of the PBDMI data and suggested PBDMI provide caveats about its proper use and the lack of comparability across states. 

PBDMI is committed to ensuring that any users accessing the EDEN data repository will be fully informed about the levels of data quality and the limits to the valid use of the data in making comparisons.  The PBDMI team used the State site visits to extensively document the availability and the quality of each data element in each State.  This documentation will be use to ensure that users of this data will understand, as much as is known of, the completeness, accuracy, timeliness, and validity of the data they are using.

3. A few writers noted that the proposed data elements require huge amount of resources to collect and report and that most States rely on the same staff to develop new systems while keeping the existing processes running.  One commenter suggested that the burden hour estimate is too low but provided no suggestion on what the actual burden hours will be for them.  They also noted that PBDMI requires duplication of effort on already collected data such as the NCES Common Core of Data (CCD) Non-Fiscal Report.  They suggested that ED focus on “absolutely essential” data requirements and that the collection of data should not go beyond the NCLB requirements.  They also said they did not understand value of some data elements though they did not list any specific data elements that we could address.  They desire that data elements be reconciled across ED program offices and have clear and consistent data definitions.  They suggest that even minor definition differences cause major collection burden and produce data with questionable data quality.

PBDMI agrees that this collection of data is duplicative and burdensome and that the data requested goes beyond the NCLB minimum requirements and that some data definitions are not consistent or clear.  We also recognize that the estimated burden is an estimated average and that some data providers may spend a significant amount of additional time to provide the requested data.  These are conditions we knew would exist during the first few cycles of collecting this data and establishing a shared data repository at the federal level for federal education program offices.  We will continue to seek public guidance on how we can minimize the paperwork burden and improve the accuracy and usefulness of the data we collect.

We need to note that the data requirements for PBDMI go beyond those of NCLB because we are trying to meet the information requirements of a growing number of federal elementary and secondary programs that have data requirements beyond those required by NCLB.  The PBDMI team has worked over the last two years with the federal program office experts to reconcile data elements and provide clear and consistent data definitions within the requirements of the statutes and regulations.

Finally, we reemphasize that the one of the primary purposes of PBDMI is to eliminate the multiple, duplicative submissions of education data from the SEA to ED as we transition to an integrated annual cycle of data reporting.  One of the measures of this initiative’s success will be the amount of duplication and burden that it is able to eliminate.

4. There were a few complaints that the requirement for districts to provide mild-moderate-severe mental retardation data was ill advised.  They suggested that the data element has no clear definitions and thus would not provide accurate data nor be comparable.  They questioned the utility and validity of the data, since it is not an OSEP funded category.  They recommended that the option to not submit the data if the data was unavailable or of poor quality should be moved from the instructions to the question on the form.  They expressed a concern that by supplying this data, the district created an unauthorized (IDEA) reevaluation of student condition and that would make them liable to adverse legal action from the parents.  They suggested better data exist, and that the whole category of mental retardation will not mask a discrimination problem since most students are classified as mild.  The final point was that a student’s placement is the real discrimination issue and that is already defined by OSEP categories and that the requirement to provide a student with the “least restrictive environment” could also be violated with an emotional or learning disability placement.  They recommended ED use categories consistent with OSEP data that would provide significantly more useful information and much less burden.

As the commenter noted, since 1992, ED has allowed survey respondents to provide only summary mental retardation data if that was all they were able to provide.  But to assure the public that ED is only interested in quality data, we will add those instructions to the form so that there is no question that this is an option.  It remains the position of ED that these data may indicate discriminatory practices and need to be collected until better data is available.  However, ED will commit to include the commenter in an ED agency level discussion of the possible data alternatives that will include ED experts in special education and civil rights enforcement.

5. One commenter, who received the draft OCR 101 &102 in the mail, said those two collection forms seemed to be a separate collection from the envisioned PBDMI.  He expressed enthusiasm for the proposal to provide districts with a web-based form that was pre-populated by PBDMI data.  He believes it will reduce school and district burden.  But he was also concerned that the timing of the two collections created a problem for his district and he recommended rescheduling the OCR survey for later in the year.  He said that a delay would ensure the maximum possible PBDMI pre-population and greatly improve the benefits of integrated collection.

We choose to keep the March 31, 2005 deadline for the submission of the 101 and 102 data from the districts.  As in the past, ED will continue to work with those districts that have not submitted their data by that date to ensure it is transmitted by the end of the school year in June.  In September 2004, ED will ask each district in the sample to select the data transmission medium they wish to use to provide the data.  For those districts and schools that wish to submit this data using the traditional methods, ED will provide paper forms, formatted disks, machine tape formats, and access to a web-based data submission beginning in December.  In order to facilitate and encourage the use of the web-based electronic submission, ED will offer the pre-population of the web-based form in February 2005.  Consideration will be given to those who choose to use the pre-population option if they are a little late in completing their submissions.

It should be noted that selecting the web-based submission option would allow a district to submit data without the pre-population option but that selecting one of the other options will not allow them to have pre-populated data.  It will also be explained, in the September letter to the districts, that the amount of data the States are able to supply to EDEN, and hence the amount of data that might be pre-populated in their forms, will vary and some of the data elements, such as classroom data will not be available.  So those districts that choose to use the pre-population option will be able to begin to gather and enter into their web-based form, as early as December, those data they know their States will not be able to supply.

6. One commenter noted that his State included “Multi-racial” as one of their racial/ethnic categories.

PBDMI recognizes that in some data elements, especially race/ethnicity, the States will have code sets that include categories not requested by ED and will need to distribute the numbers in those cells among the available cells provided by the ED data element code set.  We recognize this as a problem of data quality.  But, at this time, ED policy is limited to collecting the race/ethnicity data we have been collecting historically.

7. One commenter to OCIO and almost every one of the SEA site visit participants reminded us of the difficulties experienced in the pilot test.  These difficulties included, but were not limited to, file formats that were too rigid, definitions that were unclear, and error messages that were not clear enough.  Timeliness of communications and customer support were also concerns.

The PBDMI team fully acknowledges the numerous shortfalls of the pilot test and have diligently documented all of these “lessons learned” to incorporate them in the next cycle of this information collection.  We are continuing to work with the States and the ED support contractors to eliminate those problems identified in the pilot test by the States.  ED will provide the States with draft file formats in August for their review and approval.  ED will also provide extensive training in September to ensure that the previous pilot test problems are not repeated and that any new opportunities for improved data transmission are made available for the PBDMI data collection this year.

8. Concern was expressed that, when this data becomes available for use, individuals will be able to “drill down” into the database and obtain personally identifiable information.

PBDMI is committed to establish all necessary safeguards to prevent the identification of individuals through the use of the EDEN database.  Among the many safeguards that will be implemented there will be password controlled access and small cell size repression.

9. There was an appeal to provide the States with needed flexibility in their reporting timelines.

Although the collection of 2003-2004 school year data is going to be bunched into the last months of 2004, PBDMI is committed to move to an annual collection calendar that provides the States with the opportunity to transmit the data to ED in smaller parcels, when the data is ready at the State, over the course of each year.  We believe that will maximize the flexibility of the States while minimizing their paperwork burden.

10. There was a recommendation that grant program information should be identified by participating and non-participating school district.

We believe the database will be able to provide that distinction to the extent that the States are able to supply the requested data.  Some of our State site visits suggest that this may be problematic in this next collection cycle.

11. The State Educational Technology Directors Association (SEDTA) submitted some observations and questions about particular data elements and pointed out that they are in the process of establishing common definitions and “finalizing” their Common Data Elements Resource Guide.

In response to SETDA's comments on the technology data elements, numbers 75 through 78, the Department of Education has changed some definitions and is providing definitions and value sets of the disaggregation categories used.  Where an item is State-defined, no change was made.  Specifically,

· Element 75 - Amount of technology professional development offered to teachers - this element was changed to more clearly reflect the statutory need.

· Element 76 - Integrated technology indicator - no change was made since the State defines what is effective and fully integrated technology.  The State is reporting on whether the district has achieved the definition.

· Element 77 - Type of Access and Instructional Setting are provided in the disaggregation category values.

· Element 78 - Educator Type (now Staff Category (Technology)) is defined in the disaggregation categories, and this category does not include district staff.  Acceptable performance on standards-based profiles on technology user skills is defined by the State.

12. Last, but certainly not least, was the suggestion that each State, that is able to supply this data at, or above, a specified level of completeness and quality, should be able to quickly move to eliminate some of the duplicative reporting they are currently required to submit each year.  A majority of the SEA participants seemed to take the position that they should not be penalized if other States were not able or willing to submit a complete set of PBDMI data.

Two points need to be made here.  First, the complete elimination of any existing program collection will be dependent on the availability of the required program data through this shared data repository.  When the data has been received, loaded, and reviewed for completeness and quality, the PBDMI team will work with the ED OCIO, OMB, and each of the federal program offices to determine where existing collections have become redundant with the data available through PBDMI.  At that time, decisions will be made to eliminate or reduce existing collections.  Second, although the final governance decisions have not been made on this subject, the PBDMI team believes that the shared data repository will be flexible enough to allow the federal program offices to continue to separately collect the data they require from any SEA that does not provide sufficient data to PBDMI while directly utilizing PBDMI data for those SEAs that do.

