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Section E. Using Data for Decision Making 

Advances in data technology along with an emphasis on performance management from the U.S. Department of Education (ED) have resulted in the expectation that State educational agencies (SEAs) and local educational agencies (LEAs) not only collect data on homeless children and youth but utilize the data for program improvement. The following excerpt from the McKinney-Vento Act reinforces the importance of data for identifying barriers, assessing needs, and measuring progress related to homeless children and youth and the Education for Homeless Children and Youth (EHCY) programs that serve them. The law states that the State Coordinator must
(1) gather and make publicly available reliable, valid, and comprehensive information on –  
(A) the number of homeless children and youths identified in the State, which shall be posted annually on the State educational agency’s website;
(B) the nature and extent of the problems homeless children and youths have in gaining access to public preschool programs and to public elementary schools and secondary schools;
(C) the difficulties in identifying the special needs and barriers to the participation and achievement of such children and youths;
(D) any progress made by the State educational agency and local educational agencies in the State in addressing such problems and difficulties; and
(E) the success of the programs under this subtitle in identifying homeless children and youths and allowing such children and youths to enroll in, attend, and succeed in, school. [42 U.S.C. § 11432(f)][footnoteRef:1] [1:  All resources and references mentioned are found in the Resources at the end of this section, with their links, if available.] 


E.1. Federal Performance Expectations 
Several Federal level activities have precipitated an era of emphasis on performance management and data use. With new expectations for data use, State Coordinators must incorporate data review and utilization in their state planning activities and oversight of LEA EHCY programs, and build their proficiency in analyzing data from various sources to measure program progress and evaluate the effectiveness programmatic strategies.
Following is a brief summary of Federal initiatives on performance management.

E.1.1 Government Performance and Results Act Indicators
The Government Performance and Results Act (GPRA), which was amended by the Government Performance and Results Modernization Act of 2010, requires Federal agencies to outline a mission statement, long term goals, and performance measures as a part of a five-year strategic plan. It also outlines requirements for annual reporting on the progress made by Federal agencies in meeting their goals. Additionally, within the Federal agencies, each program determines measurable goals and targets. GPRA goals for the EHCY program focus on the participation and achievement of homeless students in State assessments for English language arts and mathematics in grades 3 through 8. 

E.1.2. U.S. Department of Education Strategic Plan
As a part of its strategic plan, ED has adopted a cradle-to-career education approach to ensure that children have opportunities for learning across all levels of child development, leading to graduates who are college and career ready. To support this strategy, ED has developed the following six priority goals for its 2014-2018 strategic plan:
[bookmark: _GoBack]Goal 1: Postsecondary Education, Career and Technical Education, and Adult Education. Increase college access, affordability, quality, and completion by improving postsecondary education and lifelong learning opportunities for youths and adults. 
Goal 2: Elementary and Secondary Education. Improve the elementary and secondary education system’s ability to consistently deliver excellent instruction aligned with rigorous academic standards while providing effective support services to close achievement and opportunity gaps, and ensure all students graduate high school college- and career-ready. 
Goal 3: Early Learning. Improve the health, social-emotional, and cognitive outcomes for all children from birth through 3rd grade, so that all children, particularly those with high needs, are on track for graduating from high school college- and career-ready. 
Goal 4: Equity. Increase educational opportunities for underserved students and reduce discrimination so that all students are well-positioned to succeed. 
Goal 5: Continuous Improvement of the U.S. Education System. Enhance the education system’s ability to continuously improve through better and more widespread use of data, research and evaluation, evidence, transparency, innovation, and technology. 
Goal 6: U.S. Department of Education Capacity. Improve the organizational capacities of the Department to implement this strategic plan.  
While each of the goals focuses on performance and improvement, there is a specific emphasis in Goal 5 on the role of data in measuring progress toward goals. 

E.1.3. Leading Indicators for the Education for Homeless Children and Youth Program
With the priority goals in mind, in 2014, the Federal EHCY program developed leading indicators to evaluate progress toward the goals, as they relate to homeless education specifically. The leading indicators reflect the need to use data to measure progress and ensure that only the most effective practices are supported in educating students. The leading indicators are  
· the percentage of homeless students who are chronically absent during the school year, at both the SEA and LEA levels; 
· the percentage of States monitored by ED in a fiscal year that used LEA data for a risk assessment that results in monitoring and technical assistance based on LEA needs; and
· the number of States that have updated annual work plans based on data from a needs assessment and measurable goals.  

E.1.4. Uniform Guidance Requirement for Subgrantee Risk Assessment
The U.S. Office of Management and Budget’s Uniform Guidance, which consolidated existing cost circulars along with new requirements for grant management, took effect on July 1, 2015. According to the Uniform Guidance, prior to awarding funds, agencies receiving Federal funds must conduct a risk assessment of subgrantees. This includes LEA McKinney-Vento subgrantees. 
Risk factors to consider include 
· financial stability;
· quality of management systems;
· history of performance regarding management of Federal awards, the applicant's record in managing Federal awards, if it is a prior recipient of Federal awards, including timeliness of compliance with applicable reporting requirements;
· conformance to the terms and conditions of previous Federal awards; 
· if applicable, the extent to which any previously awarded amounts will be expended prior to future awards; 
· audit findings; and
· ability to implement statutory requirements. [2 C.F.R. § 200.205(c)] 
More information on determining the risk of subawards is covered in Section I of this handbook. 

E.1.5. Performance Management as Part of Federal Monitoring of Education for Homeless Children and Youth Programs
ED is also incorporating performance management in its EHCY monitoring protocols, and will require corrective actions for states with poor data quality and offer recommendations to strengthen more use of data for improving program performance.

E.2. Data Sources
	State Coordinators have a wealth of data available to them from both ED and external sources, not to mention data available through their own agencies.

E.2.1. Data from ED
	Section D of the State Coordinators’ Handbook featured the data collected for EDFacts that resulted in the development of the Consolidate State Performance Report (CSPR) and customized reports developed from its online tool ED Data Express. While some data elements may change, the CSPR provides aggregated student data on a wide range of information on homeless students, including number enrolled, primary nighttime residence, academic proficiency, adjusted cohort graduation rates, and chronic absenteeism.
	Other Federal programs submit data to ED, including special education, Title I, and migrant. State Coordinators may wish to work with their data managers to cross reference homeless students with other programs to gain even more information regarding the performance of homeless students and to identify areas of need.
Following are examples of questions to explore:
· How many LEAs submitted data on homeless students?
· How has the number of homeless students enrolled in school changed over the past few years?
· Which LEAs report the highest number of homeless students? Which report the lowest?
· What percentage of homeless students receives special education services? How does this compare to the State average?
· What are the proficiency levels of homeless students? How do the proficiency levels vary by grade? How do these levels compare to the State average?

E.2.1.1. LEA-level Data Workbooks
	The National Center for Homeless Education (NCHE) develops Excel workbooks for each State that includes the data submitted by LEAs for the CSPR and other indicators of program performance such as identification in relation to poverty levels and Title I participation. The workbooks are updated annually to include recent data, as well as other upgrades based on requests from State Coordinators, current trends in program development, and new program requirements. While the workbooks include basic information about homeless students to help with planning activities, they are meant to be working documents that State Coordinators can use by either manipulating data to address specific concerns or by incorporating additional data to reflect the unique program goals of the State. For example, discipline data and information about the reasons students have individualized educational programs are not submitted to ED for homeless students, and therefore are not included in the workbooks, but could have correlations to the dropout, graduation, and academic performance data in the workbooks, and are worth exploration.
	Due to the confidential nature of the data contained in the LEA workbooks, State Coordinators must obtain a username and password from NCHE to access them. As student data, all information in the workbooks is protected under Federal law. In addition to protecting information about students that directly identifies them, Federal privacy laws also consider information to be personally identifiable, and therefore protected, if the identity of a student could be reasonably inferred by either direct or indirect means. As a result, even aggregated data for an LEA may be considered protected information due to the small population of students reported by some LEAs. Prior to releasing any data in the LEA workbooks, NCHE requires that State Coordinators and any other authorized personnel confirm the information to be released is covered under State policies related to the secure handling of student data and under Federal privacy laws as well. 
You may contact NCHE staff to obtain the log-in information to access your state’s LEA-level data workbook, if you do not already have it. NCHE also provides technical assistance in utilizing the workbooks during the annual State Coordinators meeting, in webinars, and publications. In addition, NCHE staff will provide customized technical assistance to individuals in gaining proficiency in using the workbooks effectively.
	
E.2.2. Data from National Resources and Federal Programs 
	Reviewing data from other Federal programs is helpful in understanding the bigger picture of homelessness in the State. Several programs collect data and provide annual reports, including
· Annual Homeless Assessment Reports (AHAR) from the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, and 
· Program Service Reports from Head Start through the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services Office of the Administration for Children and Families.
Demographics on poverty, unemployment, education, and child well-being are helpful in identifying areas in your State where homelessness and economic challenges are likely impacting EHCY programs. The following resources can provide this data:
· Kids Count (data on child and family well-being in the U.S. that can be broken down by various indicators and by State and locality)
· National Center for Education Statistics (data on student demographics, including families in poverty, that can be broken down by State and locality)
· U.S. Census Bureau (poverty data from household surveys that can be broken down by State and locality)
· U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (data on unemployment rates that can be broken down by various economic indicators and by State and locality)

	Following are examples of questions to explore:
· In which LEAs is there alignment between the level of poverty and the number of homeless children and youth one would expect to be enrolled in school? Which districts appear to be under-identifying homeless children and youth?
· Does the number of homeless children enrolled in Head Start align with the number of homeless preschool-aged children the LEA identifies?
· What do the economic trends in the State and in certain LEAs indicate about the increase or decrease in the number of homeless families?
State Coordinators should be cautious in reviewing data on poverty and homelessness from various sources. Reports are often based on widely differing definitions of poverty and homelessness. 
At best, the data can serve as a general indicator to generate a more thorough review of the definitions on which the data is based and when and how the data were collected. For example, a common estimate based on a report from the Urban Institute in 2001 is that approximately 10 per cent of all people living in poverty will experience homelessness in a year. While this estimate is useful as a ball park estimate–in essence confirming that people living in poverty are likely to have a higher incidence of homelessness–you should keep in mind that the report is over 15 years old and was based on a 1996 national survey of homeless service providers. 
Along the same lines, many State Coordinators and local liaisons use the percentage of students on free and reduced meals as an indicator of the level of poverty in a community. However, some of the populations of students eligible for free meals do not necessarily live in poverty. Moreover, the Community Eligibility Provision of the Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act of 2010 allows schools and LEAs with high poverty rates to provide free breakfast and lunch to all students, which could also provide a skewed view of the level of poverty in the community.
When an estimate indicates that a LEA may be over-identifying or under-identifying homeless students, State Coordinators and local liaisons should review other indicators of poverty and homelessness from the community along with trends and events, such as a natural disaster or factory opening that could impact housing, employment, and well-being.

E.2.4. Programmatic Data 
	State Coordinators should be attuned not only to how homeless children and youth are performing in school, but also to the effectiveness of the State EHCY program and LEA EHCY programs in complying with the McKinney-Vento Act and providing services to homeless children and youth. The Federal EHCY program strongly recommends that State Coordinators develop an annual action plan that is based on a needs assessment that reflects programmatic data, as well as homeless student performance data. 
	Useful programmatic data sources include barrier tracking (phone and email) logs, records of disputes, Federal monitoring reports, LEA monitoring reports, and subgrantee needs assessments and end-of-year reports.	
Following are examples of questions to explore:
· What areas of non-compliance at the State level were identified by Federal monitors?
· What are the most common topics for McKinney-Vento disputes?
· What level of coordination is taking place between LEA EHCY and Title I programs to determine the amounts of their homeless Title I, Part A set-asides?
· What are the most common educational barriers faced by homeless children and youth?
· What are the characteristics of the most effective subgrant programs?

E.2.5. Stakeholder Data
State Coordinators should never underestimate the benefit of stakeholder data. Local liaisons, pupil transportation directors, school personnel, Federal program coordinators, community service providers, homeless parents, and unaccompanied youth, to name a few, will have perspectives on the EHCY program and challenges faced by homeless children and youth that are not necessarily captured in program data. 
Data can be captured informally in individual conversations or in discussions at trainings, or it can be captured formally in surveys and focus groups. Different groups of stakeholders can be targeted for input over time to make the task of gathering data more manageable if the time and resources for conducting an extensive needs assessment do not exist.
Following are examples of questions to explore:
· What do local liaisons report as their biggest challenges in implementing the McKinney-Vento Act?
· What do pupil transportation directors report as the main challenges to inter-district coordination?
· What do unaccompanied homeless youth recommend for services that would help them be successful in school?
· What do local shelter directors recommend for increasing coordination between LEAs and shelters?

E.3. Cautions about Data
With the increasing emphasis on examining and using data for monitoring and improving your MV program, the data described in the previous section can provide important information about your program’s status and how it’s changing. But data can also be misleading if not used carefully. Here are some cautions about working with and interpreting the data you collect.
· Before doing anything with your data, check for anomalies. Look over your data set for values that look too large or too small, based on what you know about the program or the location. Data that don’t fit the expected pattern can be a sign of something unusual happening (either good or bad) that you may want to investigate further. For example, you may want to question a district that shows a 10 percent or more change from the number of students reported as homeless the year before. There could be something noteworthy happening there.

On the other hand, it may just be a data entry error. Having erroneous data will lead to mistakes when summarizing the data (computing averages, displaying distributions, etc.) so you need to be sure your data are “clean” before performing any calculations or analyses. Procedures such as a local statement of assurance about the collection methods and accuracy of the data can help with data quality.  It is unlikely that the liaison for your LEAs is the person who actually submits data to your State agency.  Procedural safeguards can help to ensure that the data steward for the district submits accurate data received from the liaison.

Missing data is a particularly sticky issue. If your data set contains a blank, does that mean “zero,” or were data not available, or were data available but not reported? Emphasize with your LEAs the importance of not leaving blanks and of explaining any blanks in their reporting.

· Make sure the data you look at match the question you’re trying to answer. The data collected for the McKinney-Vento program can help you answer many questions about your program’s status and how it is changing. But your available data may not be suitable for some questions you might have. For example, suppose you have data on the number of schools and shelters in each LEA that have received NCHE’s poster on parents’ rights under the McKinney-Vento Act. If you have a compliance question about LEA efforts to inform parents of their rights, these data can be useful as a minimal indicator. But if your question is more about effectiveness of the dissemination – how knowledgeable are parents of homeless children about their MV rights – then these data are insufficient. You know how many schools and shelters received the posters, but you don’t know where the posters were placed (or even if they were), whether the posters were in an appropriate language for the parent population, or how many parents actually saw the posters. Be clear about what your available data are telling you and how much you can reasonably infer from the data.

As another example, suppose you want to know how your State is doing in supporting the academic achievement of homeless students. One way might be to compare the proportion of homeless students passing Statewide assessments in your State to the proportion reported by other States. This may seem a reasonable approach, but it has a large potential flaw – students in other States take different assessments, which may test different things or have a different difficulty level than your State’s assessment. Other States’ assessment data can’t answer a question about your State’s assessments. On the other hand, comparing the performance of homeless students in your State to other students in your State would be much more meaningful, since it uses the same “yardstick” for the measurement. Perhaps another subgroup of at-risk students would provide a useful comparison of achievement.

· Don’t assume that differences are meaningful until you look more closely. You may notice that a piece of data – for example, the average score of a district’s fourth grade homeless students on the State reading assessment – shows a change from one year to the next, or is different for two similar districts. Such a change may or may not be meaningful, especially if the number of students involved is small. If only 20 homeless students take the fourth grade assessment, then one or two students having a bad day can have a tangible impact on the average for the group. Only by looking at the distribution of scores can you tell if the average is really reflective of the group’s performance.

There are other ways that the number of students can affect how you view a change in your data. The starting size can matter when judging if a change is large or small.  For example, in a district that identified 50 students last year, identifying an additional 25 students this year (for a total of 75 students) represents a 50 percent increase. But in a district that identified 1,000 students last year, identifying an additional 25 students represents only a 2.5 percent increase. The same increase of 25 students (in raw numbers) can be a large or a small change in proportional (percentage) terms.

Another potential pitfall in comparing data from one year to the next is trying to read too much into a change if you only have two data points. A change from one year to the next might simply be the result of variation that normally occurs; establishing whether the change represents a trend requires looking at the pattern over a longer period of time. The more data points you have, the more confident you can be that a trend is real.

· Data only describe “what.” Be careful you don’t jump to conclusions about “why.” Data provide a snapshot of some quantity at a particular time, for example the suspension rate of homeless students during the academic year. It can be tempting to come to a snap judgement about what the data mean, based on your own biases and assumptions. Use caution as you start to interpret such information, because it could be the result of several underlying factors. For example, suspension may be a disciplinary consequence of a behavioral incident, but it could also result from poor attendance related to issues of transportation. More digging may be needed to go beyond the single summarized “suspension rate” to get more details on the various reasons for the suspensions. Only then can you determine if the data are related to something in the MV program that needs to be addressed.

· Just because two things happen together doesn’t mean one caused the other. Most of the time, your available data won’t support a conclusion that changing one thing caused something else to change. Suppose, for example, a school district begins providing school supplies to homeless students through their McKinney-Vento subgrant and you notice an increase in their academic achievement scores the following spring.  It would be tempting to claim that providing the school supplies was a significant factor in producing the increase. Such a claim might “make sense” on its face, but there is insufficient information to justify such a conclusion. Schools are complex systems and rarely can a change be traced to just one cause. Other things going on in the schools unrelated to the school supplies may be the real source of the improvement, such as professional development that strengthened curriculum implementation or improved recruitment and participation in a tutoring program. This is not to say that providing the supplies was unimportant; just that you should be careful about claiming a causal link to the improved scores. Celebrate the improved access to supplies and the improved performance and leave it at that.

· To go deeper into your data requires more formal statistical techniques. You can get a lot of information about your State’s McKinney-Vento program from looking at your data and displaying it graphically. To really investigate if meaningful changes are taking place, though, requires a more systematic approach. A deeper analysis can give you much better insight into your McKinney-Vento program. Statistical techniques can reveal whether two data elements are strongly related to each other (correlation), whether differences are likely to be real or just due to normal variation (analysis of variance), whether changes are large enough to be considered significant (effect size), or whether some combination of factors may be useful in explaining an outcome (regression analysis). If you are interested in these kinds of questions, you don’t have to be a statistics expert yourself. Get assistance in from your SEA or at a university. If you can articulate the questions you want to investigate, they’ll help you with the mechanics.

E.4. Data Analysis – Focusing on Improvement
	The starting point of data analysis is asking the right questions and determining what evidence is needed to substantiate the answers. Ultimately, the purpose of the EHCY program is to ensure that all homeless children and youth are able to succeed in school. Their success is dependent upon the degree to which SEAs and LEAs identify them, provide the support they need, and remove educational barriers. The “right” questions should be those that enable SEAs and LEAs to determine how well they are doing in fostering the success of homeless students:
· Where are we now?
· Where do we need to go?
Responses to these questions should be firmly grounded in data. Needs assessment experts Witkin and Altschuld reinforce the importance of continually examining the gap between “what is” and “what should be.” The best way to define the gap is to state the current status of each area of focus based on data to support the statement and to establish a concrete and measurable goal that defines the impact of the program. Note how this analysis plays out in Table E-1. Data-based Need Analysis.
Table E-1. Data-based Need Analysis 
	What Is
	What Should Be
	Data to Review

	In the 2016-2017 school year, 30% of the LEAs that were monitored had findings related to outreach and identification, indicating that they were under-identifying homeless children and youth.
	By school year 2018-2019, 0 LEAs that are monitored should have findings related to outreach and identification; 100% of LEAs with prior findings should document increased strategies for outreach and identification.
	Monitoring reports, after action reports from LEAs with findings, CSPR data on LEA enrollment of homeless children and youth

	In the 2016-2017 school year, the State Coordinator received 15 complaints from unaccompanied youth and from LEAs regarding barriers to enrolling unaccompanied homeless youth.
	By school year 2018-2019, the State Coordinator should receive less than 5 complaints regarding barriers to enrolling unaccompanied homeless youth.
	Barrier tracking logs, records of disputes, focus group of unaccompanied homeless youth.



E.5. Using Data
	The various types of data related to homeless children and youth can be used in many ways to enhance program effectiveness, collaboration, and awareness of the needs of homeless children and youth.

E.5.1. Using Data for Program Planning 
In developing annual action plans, State Coordinators should use data to establish measurable goals that address areas of needed improvement and determine a means of collecting data to show the extent to which the goals have been achieved. Measuring and reporting on program progress provides you with a level of accountability that can be used to identify the strengths and weaknesses of the EHCY program and will help you in strategically targeting your time and resources. Program data is also helpful when making the case for greater resources to support your work.
	
E.5.2. Using Data for Determining Technical Assistance Needs and Compliance Risk of LEAs
	A review of LEA-level data, programmatic data, and stakeholder data will help determine how to plan technical assistance in terms of both what topics to cover in training and which LEAs need customized technical assistance. Using data to identify technical assistance needs is an efficient way to make best use of time and resources. (See Section F: Technical Assistance for LEAs.)
Also, ED recommends a data-based risk assessment approach to determining which LEAs should be prioritized for monitoring, looking at information like numbers of homeless students enrolled in relation to the level of poverty in the school district and turnover of local liaisons. LEAs with the highest risk for non-compliance should be prioritized for monitoring. (See Section H: LEA Monitoring.)

E.5.3. Using Data for Collaboration
	Data is frequently an important bargaining chip to secure a place in a collaborative partnership. Just as data from other programs can create a more robust picture of the needs of homeless children, youth, and families, data on the educational needs of homeless children and youth can add further dimension to a community’s efforts to address homelessness. Sharing EHCY program data not only increases the understanding of community agencies but is often perceived as a good faith effort to build trust in a partnership.
	You should become familiar with privacy laws that specify what data can and cannot be shared. Review ED’s “Interagency Data Disclosure: A Tip Sheet on Interagency Collaboration” that discusses (1) disclosure of aggregate data; (2) disclosure of individual student data with consent; and (3) disclosure of individual student data without consent under applicable exceptions outlined in the law. The brief also provides examples of EHCY programs and community agencies that have developed data-sharing agreements and strategies.

E.5.4. Using Data for Creating Public Awareness
	State Coordinators are often called upon by legislators, policy makers, and advocates to create a concrete picture of the challenges faced by homeless children and youth and the educational services they receive. You must be ready to provide data in clearly depicted and succinct ways. The McKinney-Vento Act requires that you post the number of homeless children and youth enrolled in the State annually on the State website [42 U.S.C. § 11432(g)(6)(B)]. You may also wish to direct requesters to your State profile page on the NCHE website.
	Some State Coordinators develop an annual brief that includes data on the State EHCY program shown in graphically impactful ways to share upon request. Another approach is to develop a template of a brief or slide presentation that can be updated from year to year. See Appendix E-1. Template for Debunking Myths for an example of a template that can be updated with data each year to utilize as a brief to create greater awareness of homelessness and homeless children and youth in your State.
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National Data Sources

Kids Count Data Center at http://datacenter.kidscount.org 
National Center for Education Statistics, Institute for Education Sciences at https://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/indicator_cce.asp 
U.S. Census Bureau at http://www.census.gov/topics/income-poverty/poverty.html 
U.S. Department of Health and Human Services Office of the Administration for Children and Families Web Page for Head Start Program Service Reports at http://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/hslc/data/psr 
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