TO:

Roger D. Breed, Ed.D.



Commissioner of Education

FROM:
Bob Beecham, Senior Administrator, Data Services

SUBJECT:   Contract for the Nebraska Center for Research on Children, Youth, Families and Schools
PROPOSED BOARD ACTION

Grant the Commissioner the authority to contract with The Nebraska Center for Research on Children, Youth, Families and Schools to conduct studies using data from the Nebraska Student and Staff Record System.
BACKGROUND INFORMATION
In February 2010, The Nebraska Department of Education provided a letter of support to the Nebraska Center for Research on Children, Youth, Families and Schools (CYFS) for a Seed Grant application (attached) to conduct studies on closing the achievement gap in Nebraska schools.  The application included a provision that the CYFS would act as an agent of NDE in conducting the studies thus enabling NDE to provide individual student records to CYFS in compliance with the Family Education Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA).   The records would come from the Nebraska Student and Staff Record System.   The application also stipulated that the CYFS and NDE would develop a “memorandum of understanding” that would govern the sharing of student data and would set forth the process and outcomes of the studies.  The contract that the 
board is being asked to approve with this agenda item, serves as the memorandum of understanding.  
Estimated Cost
No cost.   In exchange for NDE providing data, the CYFS will provide NDE with written and oral reports of their findings.  
Supporting Documentation Included:  
Call Bob Beecham (402) (471-4740) or e‑mail bob.beecham@nebraska.gov, 
For additional information on this item:  

Call Bob Beecham (402) (471-4740) or e‑mail bob.beecham@nebraska.gov, 
Studies on Closing the Achievement Gap: Developing Methodologies and Conducting Exploratory Analyses Using the Nebraska Student Staff Record System Data (NSSRS)

Seed Grant: New and Innovative Research, Agricultural Research Division, University of Nebraska-Lincoln

PD:  Helen Raikes, Ph.D. 
Professor, Child, Youth and Family Studies, 

University of Nebraska-Lincoln, 

257 MABL, 

Lincoln-NE 68588-0236.  

Phone: 402-472-9147; Fax: 402-4720-9100; hraikes2@unl.edu
CO-PD and Collaborators:  Greg W. Welch, PhD, CO-PD
Research Assistant Professor
Nebraska Center for Research on Children, Youth, Families and Schools
University of Nebraska - Lincoln
303 Mabel Lee Hall
Lincoln, NE  68588-0235
Phone: 402-472-2426
Fax: 402-472-2298 
gwelch2@unl.edu
Lisa St. Clair, EdD
Assistant Professor, Munroe-Meyer Institute, Education  and Pediatrics
Nebraska PIRC Director 
Program Evaluator
University of Nebraska Medical Center/Munroe-Meyer Institute
Education & Child Development and Interdisciplinary Center for Program Evaluation
985450 Nebraska Medical Center
Omaha, NE  68198-5450
Office (402) 559-3023   
FAX (402) 559-5850
Cell (402) 677-2684 
lstclair@unmc.edu
Matthew L. Blomstedt, MCPR

Executive Director
Educational Service Unit Coordinating Council
455 South 11th St.; Ste. C
Lincoln, NE 68508
Cell: (402) 499-6756
mblomstedt2@neb.rr.com
Anticipated Start Date and Duration:  March 15, 2010 – March 14, 2012

Funds Requested: $30,295 in Year 1 and $29,477 in Year 2 = $59,772 over 2 Years
Studies on Closing the Achievement Gap: Developing Methodologies and Conducting Exploratory Analyses Using the Nebraska Student Staff Record System Data (NSSRS)

The ultimate purpose of the work is to inform state efforts to improve the achievement opportunities of children at risk due poverty and to reduce the achievement gap between less and more advantaged children. We will focus on methodological questions pertaining to tracking child progress over time and, then, with collaborative groups, conduct exploratory analyses.     

Objectives:  
1. To  develop a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) or contract between the NE Department of Education and Nebraska Center for Research on Children, Youth, Families and Schools (CYFS), to charge CYFS with statistical tasks as the agent of the Department. (See letter from NE Department of Education.)
2. To conduct pilot methodological analyses utilizing the Nebraska Student Staff Record System (NSSRS), including methodology for tracing child attendance/moves over time and achievement, to determine preferred approaches for studying change.  Pilot studies will examine hierarchical models, e.g., nested, mixed models, for studying children within schools and districts and patterns of change in context. 
Methodological Research Question:  Can methodologies be developed and applied with statistical validity to tracking achievement progress of children, particularly those who qualify for free and reduced lunch and other key subgroups (e.g., Limited English Proficient), as they change schools or receive innovations to close the achievement gap?  
3. To work with existing groups of collaborators, in partnership with the NE Department of Education, for the purpose of developing specific substantive research questions for querying the data base.  
4. To conduct pilot or exploratory analyses on an agreed upon final set of substantive research questions in cooperation with the designated collaborative group or groups.    
Possible Substantive Research Questions:  We will select one or two substantive questions for application of the methodologies after completing refinement of questions and determining readiness with collaborating groups and priorities with the NE Department of Education.  Here are some possibilities: 
(1) How do children who participate in Nebraska Birth to Three Endowment Programs, Nebraska Grant Programs or other school-based pre-kindergarten programs fare, compared to peers, in elementary school?   These research questions would be refined in collaboration with the Nebraska Early Childhood Data Coalition (NECDC), which includes representatives from the Department of Education, Health and Human Services, and UNL, and the PD for the current project.

(2) What are the early childhood education opportunities of rural children and how do children who participate in NE rural early childhood programs, particularly tribal programs, fare in elementary school? This question would be refined in collaboration with the NECDC and the National Center for Research on Rural Education at CYFS.  

(3) What are the diversity and achievement characteristics of schools and districts within the Douglas-Sarpy Learning Community (LC) and how do these change within the first years of implementation of the LC? These questions would be developed in collaboration with the Douglas-Sarpy Learning Community Council (LCC) and a formulating collaboration of researchers, including the researchers on this proposal, interested in multiple evaluation and research questions pertaining to the LC.   

Rationale and Significance
The proposed project is highly significant for a number of reasons.  (1) First, Nebraska like other states is attempting to close the well-documented achievement gap that exists between children living in poverty and their more advantaged peers, a gap that is discernable before children enter school.  Nebraska has legislated innovations, e.g., early childhood education and the LC, to narrow or eliminate the achievement gap. The current project will help lay a solid foundation for assessing whether Nebraska educational investments to close the achievement gap contribute to children’s educational progress and can help Nebraskans learn where innovations are working and where they may be improved.  (2) Next, the Nebraska Student Staff Record System (NSSRS) is a state of the art data system with unique identifiers and demographic, attendance and achievement data for every child who attends public schools in Nebraska, including those enrolled in pre-kindergarten programs operated under the auspice of schools.  The importance of this data system cannot be underestimated: this is the first time in Nebraska school history that such longitudinal data are available and researchable.  The NSSRS has the potential to inform state policy makers, practitioners and the research world about whether Nebraska policy and educational goals are being achieved and to be used as a tool to fine tune innovations.  (3) Next, statistical methodologies for attaining these important goals are complex for a myriad of reasons. For example, children move from one school to another and it is important to analyze at the child and school level and to investigate the role that contextual factors play in change. Many states have already begun analyzing their data to develop procedures for tracking child progress.  Such procedural work puts these states in advantageous positions to apply for federal funds and educational researchers within those states to pose research projects with appropriate baseline and methodological assumptions.  However, within the Statistics and Research Methodology Unit at the CYFS we have the expertise to conduct such analyses. Altogether, the proposed work takes advantage of a unique historic moment in which readiness (the NSSRS, statistical expertise) and need (need to know about innovations relative to the achievement gap and to develop preparatory methodologies) converge.  Such a project is necessary for NE to be successful in applying for federal funds.  The project relates to the PD’s past HATCH work but represents new and innovative work, and links squarely with IANR Strategic Plan Priority 4. Human Capital Development of Children, Youth and Families and outcomes, healthy and successful children and positive learning environments. We elaborate on the achievement gap, Nebraska efforts to close the gap, background on the NSSRS, and then explain our approach.      

Nebraska is developing policies and programs to reduce the very real gaps that exist between poor and advantaged children. According to the Kids Count in Nebraska 2008 Report, Nebraska had the highest rate of African American children living in poverty in the nation and the second highest rate of Native American children. Children in poverty enter school from half to a full standard deviation behind more advantaged peers (Brooks-Gunn & Duncan, 1997) but quality early childhood programs have reduced or eliminated the gap (e.g, Ramey & Campbell, 1984).   Drs. Raikes and St. Clair have been involved with multiple intervention studies with children living in poverty (e.g., children in the national Early Head Start (EHS) program significantly outperformed their control group counterparts; see Raikes & Emde, 2006 in CV). Nebraska has legislated early childhood grant programs, in which schools or, in  some cases, education service units, in cooperation with community funders, may apply for programs for children ages 3 to 5, or to a private-public endowment board for children 0-3.  In addition, after 2 successful years in the grant program, a school may count 4 year olds in the state aid formula.  The result is that an increasing percentage of NE children at or below 200% of poverty are served by these programs. In 2008, approximately 75% of eligible 4 year olds, 25% of eligible 3 year olds and fewer than 10% of infants and toddlers were estimated to be served in state and/or Head Start programs. A portion of these programs are on reservations.  All children in these programs are included in the NSSRS data.

A second innovation of interest is the new Douglas-Sarpy Learning Community which is a requirement of Nebraska Law (Nebraska Statues Sections 79-2101 through 79-2120), serving over 1/3 of the children within Nebraska in the 11 school districts included in the LC. The LCC has powers to effect common levy, develop elementary achievement subcouncils and elementary learning centers, to review school district poverty and Limited English Proficiency Plans and powers related to improving socio-economic diversity across the LC, in order to improve achievement. The LC legislation has been arguably noted as among the most important pieces of state education legislation passed in the US recently and as groundbreaking (Holme, Diem & Mansfield, 2007) because it creates a common base and a shared intention across inner city and suburban districts to address the needs of all children, particularly those living in poverty.  By tracking children within the LC it will be possible to determine if diversity and achievement goals are met and help LC see patterns within schools and districts.  

The NSSRS is a statewide system that collects data on every public school student in the state.  All aggregate systems in the state are combined in this system for tracking individual students by 10 digit unique identifiers that follow children from preschool through 12th grade, and potentially beyond. The LC legislation further requires that the data be aggregated to track student progress by demographic characteristics such as mobility, attendance, poverty, race, and inputs such as class size, teacher education, experience, early childhood programs, federal programs and other programs, and outcomes such as national and state assessments. The LC is in need of a baseline report using NSSRS date either comprehensively or in response to subsections of the mandate, e.g., pre-k through third grade, and for methodologies to assess change. 

The PD for this project has previously focused on understanding development of children living in poverty, e.g., HATCH work in analysis of the longitudinal Early Head Start data set.  The PD has also worked with state data sets, e.g, NE, IA, KS and MO registered child care providers and subsidy recipients. Collaborator Lisa St.Clair has also a long history of studies focused on children at risk, e.g., PI of NE Educare and PIRC evaluations. Welch has a history of working with state data sets and Blomstedt has focused on state policy study and implementation. (See CVs.) However, this proposal is a new project as the NSSRS has not been available previously for analysis outside of state government, or under the agent role proposed here.  

The rationale for separating methodological from substantive questions and offering possible but not final substantive questions is justified. First, common methodological problems will exist for analysis of most specific substantive research questions that pertain to tracking progress of children who live in poverty in Nebraska. Thus, strategies will need to be developed and tested to be applied more generally. Substantive research questions for the current project will be selected according to (1) feasibility, as determined from preliminary methodological analyses; (2) readiness of collaborating group to help formulate the specific research questions and invest in the partnership, reflection and iteration needed for this exploratory study, (3) direction from the NE Department of Education. Substantive questions are likely to be, but are not limited to, those identified above focused on innovations in NE for narrowing the achievement gap. 

Methdological Investigations and Approaches
Our sequence will be to:  (1) formalize MOA with NE Department of Education; (2) determine methodologies with questions pertaining to attendance/moves and achievement over time; (3) work with collaborative groups to determine feasibility of substantive questions; (4) with NE Department of Education, finalize focus; (5) work with designated collaborative group to refine substantive questions; (6) conduct analyses and write memos, iteratively; (7) federal funding. 
Advanced, state-of-the-art methodological approaches for analyzing longitudinal data consisting of a nested structure will be analyses utilizing the NSRSS dataset. Latent growth modeling (Meredith & Tisak, 1990), also referred to as linear mixed modeling (Wallace & Green, 2002), consisting of fixed and random effects, or hierarchical linear modeling (Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002), is an appropriate approach for data collected in a longitudinal manner. These approaches are particularly useful for examining individual student differences in baseline and rate of change in correlated outcomes due to hierarchical nesting (i.e., random effects), the presence of uneven spacing of measurement occasions, and the potential for missing data. 

Latent growth models and related approaches are important tools, both from a methodological and substantive perspective, in the educational policy realm. The use of these approaches in assessing the impact of various contextual factors, unrelated to student characteristics, have on academic performance is of particular interest in this study. Value added approaches can be implemented in the context of these models to address questions related to the impact factors such as teacher, school, and/or district characteristics have on academic performance of schools as a whole, cohorts and/or individual students. Value added models (VMM) have been adopted in a number of states to inform and shape educational policy. Considerable discussion (the Journal of Educational and Behavioral Statistics devoted two special issues to this topic in 2004) has taken place on how to best develop and implement these models to account for the role contextual factors play in academic outcomes at the group and individual student level. An investigation of the utility of value added models, both substantive and theoretical in nature, will take place in this study. In addition, methodological issues (e.g., how to handle missing data, incorporation of multiple cohorts, etc.) surrounding estimation of key effects (e.g., teacher, school, etc.) in the context of assessing individual change will be examined. 

Role of PD and Collaborators

PD will complete the Memorandum of Understanding or Contract with the NE Department of Education, work with collaborating groups and NE Department of Education to finalize research questions, with CO-PD to finalize methodological questions, write reports with CO-PD and devote 1-5% of her time to this project as part of HATCH and other research commitments. 

CO-PD and Collaborating Partners:  Greg Welch will work to develop final questions with collaborating groups and NE Department of Education.  In addition, Dr. Welch will help generate descriptive reports and conduct exploratory and final analyses.  Most of the resources on this project will support analyses by Dr. Welch in 473 hours over the 2 project years.   Collaborators St. Clair and Blomstedt will be consultants, attend meetings with collaborating groups, review analyses output and reports and link to related projects under their auspice.   

Expected Outcomes and Dissemination Plan

We anticipate small reports (data output and memos) and a final report that will be shared with the NE Department of Education and the collaborating groups and a proposal to a federal funder.  
Facilities

Central facility for this work will be the Nebraska Center for Research on Children, Youth, Families and Schools (CYFS), the home base of Dr. Welch. (Drs. Raikes and St.Clair are associates within the CYFS.)  Dr. Welch is a member of the Statistics and Research Methodology Unit (SRM) at CYFS, a unit that provides complex analyses, database management, and completes psychometric and methodological studies, such as the one proposed.
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External Funding Opportunities and Timeline for Submission

Subsequent funding: Institute of Education Sciences, US Department of Education, and depending on the specific substantive questions under this seed grant, under Sec. H. Early Childhood Programs and Policies or Sect. G. Education Policy, Finance and Systems.  These grants have been available twice a year under goals for exploration, development, efficacy, scale up or measurement. Amounts vary, ranging from $100,000-$400,000 per year for 4 years for Goal 1 to $500,000-$1,200,000 for 5 years for Goal 4. Likely, we would submit in fall 2010, depending on substantive questions, progress in analyses and the collaborative partnerships.    
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