
March 24, 2017 

Dear Secretary DeVos: 

We urge you to help students make more informed decisions about where to attend college by 

supporting greater transparency in higher education.  

The U.S. Department of Education, under the leadership of both Republican and Democratic 

administrations, has worked for decades to increase the availability and utility of postsecondary 

education data. The Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS), College Navigator, the 

Federal Student Aid (FSA) Data Center, and other resources provide students, families, and 

policymakers with important insights into thousands of colleges and universities. For its College 

Scorecard, the Department generates data on federal student loan debt, repayment rates, and post-

college earnings. This information, which can only be reliably calculated using federal data sources, is 

provided through a public-facing tool and through an API and spreadsheet format so that private 

companies can develop their own resources for students.  

College Scorecard data is essential to aid in student choice and make the higher education market 

function effectively. The evidence is clear: College is worth the cost for most students, but some schools 

(and programs) are better than others. The right college can provide students with tremendous 

opportunities to reach their full potential, while a wrong choice can saddle students with crippling debt 

and limited job prospects. Students need good information to help them choose, and it’s especially 

important for first-generation and low-income students, who often lack knowledgeable family, friends, 

or counselors to guide them on college decisions. 

Surveys show that students planning to attend college overwhelmingly identify better post-college 

earnings and employment as the most important reasons to seek postsecondary education. However, 

accurate information on average post-college earnings and debt repayment has not typically been 

available for specific colleges. College Scorecard data fills this gap. The Department has a unique ability 

to calculate comparable post-college earnings, by cooperating with the Treasury Department to utilize 

tax data. This collaboration allows prospective students, guidance counselors, and educators to view 

average post-college earnings, while keeping sensitive individual data private and secure. 

Here are just a few ways that College Scorecard data is making a difference. (More information is 

available in the attached documents.) 

● High school counselors in Minnesota report that data about post-college earnings are sparking

discussions with students and families about college occupational programs. Employers in

fields like healthcare and manufacturing too often can’t find skilled workers, and these

postsecondary programs can lead to good jobs.



 

 

 

 

● Students say that information like the College Scorecard would have helped them make better 

choices about colleges and debt. In just one example, Bridget Little, a college graduate who is 

still struggling to get a stable full-time job, said, “Transparency and accountability provided 

through higher education data would arm students with information to help them make the 

informed decision that I could not.”  

 

● Through a partnership with Google, the College Scorecard data now appears in the search 

results for any Title IV-eligible college. Students and parents looking online for information 

about colleges have easy access to information about acceptance rates and tuition fees. By 

collaborating with the private sector, the Department of Education is increasing transparency 

and making the college choice process easier for families.  

 

● The College Scorecard is changing the way that states and higher education leaders are 

thinking about using data to improve student outcomes. At Miami Dade College, the nation’s 

largest community college, leaders regularly monitor key performance indicators similar to 

those in College Scorecard data, including graduation rates and median post-college earnings.  

 

Without question, there is room for improvement. Last year, the Education Department announced it 

had discovered and corrected an error in the repayment rate metric that inflated rates for most 

institutions. But students still have a right to know whether the colleges they are considering offer them 

an affordable education that will help launch their careers. Taxpayers deserve information about 

whether the institutions they support through grants and loans deliver a quality education.  

 

The Department should continue to provide and improve key information like the data offered through 

the College Scorecard. The most significant improvement would be publishing more information by 

program of study, rather than only by institution. Even at the same school, outcomes can vary 

considerably for different programs. Many students (including low-income students and working 

adults) are choosing from among programs at their local college rather than comparing schools around 

the country. Viewing employment outcomes by program can help institutions and area employers 

understand whether curricula are aligned with labor market demand. Other improvements that would 

make the College Scorecard more useful for students and families include incorporating the tool into 

the FAFSA process, and developing side-by-side comparison features. 

 

We hope you will lead the Department in working with institutions to improve data quality and ensure 

information continues to be available to students and families in a timely, clear, and understandable 

format. Your dedication to providing more and better information would make a tremendous 

difference in the lives of millions of college students as they make choices that will help them to pursue 

their dreams and careers. 

 



Sincerely, 

YOUR ORGANIZATION HERE 



Building Institutional Capacity to 
Use Data for Student Success

INSTITUTIONAL CONTEXT
Increased calls for accountability and transparency at the 
state and federal levels, in addition to professional best 
practices, are informing the way Miami Dade College 
(MDC), the nation’s largest community college, is evolving 
its data culture. Specifically, the Florida legislature recently 
passed a law that funds the state’s community colleges 
based on their performance on four metrics:  1) completion 
rates, 2) retention rates, 3) job placement or continuing 
education rates, and 4) the wages of graduates in their first 
job post-graduation. Similarly, the U.S. Department of Ed-
ucation recently released more data on student success and 
institutional performance through its College Scorecard. 
Finally, the Association for Institutional Research recently 
published a Statement of Aspirational Practice for Institu-
tional Research, which provides support for an intentional 
focus on increasing the ability to produce and use data. 

Guided by a new strategic plan for 2015–2020, and in 
response to these growing demands for more sophisticat-
ed, timely, and actionable data, MDC launched a strategic 
set of activities designed to increase its ability to produce 
and use data to improve student success and institutional 
effectiveness:   

• Focus on key performance indicators such as enrollment
and completion;

• Track groups of students who start at the college at the
same time over the course of their studies;

• Create data models based on past student performance
to predict success for current and future students;

• Build internal capacity to evaluate the impacts of imple-
mented interventions; and

• Increase the comfort and ability of faculty and staff to
work with data.

USING DATA TO IMPROVE 
STUDENT OUTCOMES
MDC leadership closely monitors select key performance 
indicators (KPIs) that provide a snapshot of its institutional 
performance. Informed by accountability and transparency 
initiatives such as Florida’s performance funding model 
and the U.S. Department of Education’s College Scorecard, 
the KPIs include but are not limited to metrics such as the 
number of students enrolled and the number of credits 
in which they enroll; the rate at which students re-enroll 
from one semester to the next; the rate at which students 
complete their studies; the rate at which students continue 
their education at another institution whether or not they 
complete their studies; the rate at which students who com-
plete their studies are employed; and the entry-level wages 
of students who complete their studies. KPIs allow MDC to 
gauge progress on high-risk and high-profile metrics, on a 
semester-by-semester and annual basis. Since data for some 
of these metrics are available for other colleges and univer-
sities through state and federal sources, they are also able to 
benchmark their performance against other institutions. 

While KPIs provide an appropriately high-level view of 
institutional performance, MDC sees value in producing 
more granular data and analyses that can be used to im-
prove specific policies, programs, and practices. One way to 
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do that is to track the progress of groups of students over 
time. First, MDC establishes cohorts of students who begin 
studies in the same semester. If necessary, they establish 
subgroups within each cohort, such as students who attend 
full time or enroll directly after finishing high school. At the 
end of every semester, they determine the status of each 
student in the cohort—if they enrolled, graduated, or did 
not enroll. MDC tracks the status of each student in the 
cohort, every semester, for eight years. This approach allows 
them to identify when a student discontinues enrollment. 
By using different variables within a cohort, like program 
of study, GPA, or high school, MDC can develop and apply 
more targeted interventions to help students succeed. For 
example, they can use the insights gained from the data 
to identify the highest-risk courses in a program of study 
and offer extra supports, like tutoring or group projects 
for students enrolled in those courses. This approach also 
aligns with cohort-tracking models used by federal, state, 
and voluntary accountability efforts.

MDC is also creating data models using the performance of 
past students to help mitigate risk—and predict success—
for current and future students. By tracking the progress 
of students over time, they can identify those who did not 
persist from one semester to the next, construct a profile of 
those students, and determine whether there are common 
characteristics or behaviors among them. They can then 
determine the likelihood that other students who share 
the same characteristics or behaviors will not persist and 
complete. This student-level data helps faculty, academic ad-
visors, and academic program managers work with students 
sooner by prioritizing interventions and focusing on the 
highest-risk students.

RESULTS
Steps MDC has taken to build institutional capacity to use 
data for student success have led to promising improve-
ments in practice, including:

• Increased use of KPIs and student-level data by faculty,
department chairs, and academic advisors in strategic
enrollment management activities, including course
scheduling;

• Increased use of external accountability metrics in aca-
demic program reviews; and

• Knowledge sharing to strengthen data literacy among
faculty and staff through the MDC Data Academy, a 30-
hour noncredit professional development course,

LESSON LEARNED
MDC captured three key lessons from their experi-
ence of using data to improve student success.

E Build a stronger data culture. The ability to respond 
to internal and external demands for more and bet-
ter data is dependent on an institution’s data culture.  
While an institution must have the technical capacity 
to produce more and better data, it is more important 
that faculty and staff possess a willingness and ability to 
use such data to inform changes in policy, practice, and 
programs. Otherwise, tools will remain underutilized, 
and insights will remain unexploited.

E Learn from existing activities. Few institutions 
must start from scratch to increase their ability to pro-
duce and use more and better data to improve student 
success. There are benefits to building on initiatives that 
have been previously launched and advantages to align-
ing the change effort with external public policy devel-
opments that must be addressed anyway. For example, 
MDC has aligned its institutional KPIs with metrics used 
in state and federal accountability and transparency 
initiatives. 

E Dig deeper into student-level data. Institutions 
should dig more deeply into the data than they may have 
done historically. Especially for open access institutions 
like community colleges, ensuring that all entering 
students in the cohort persist all the way to completion 
takes extraordinary effort. But without a deeper look at 
who these students are, developing appropriate supports 
and interventions will be that much more difficult.
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Senator Department Agency/Account Program Funding Request Level  Report Language (if applicable) Bill Language (if applicable)
Labor Training and Employment Services WIOA Title I ‐ Adult Formula Grants

$861,060,000
Labor Training and Employment Services WIOA Title I ‐ Dislocated Worker 

Formula Grants  $1,374,019,000
Labor Training and Employment Services WIOA Title I ‐ Youth Formula Grants

$922,148,000
Labor Training and Employment Services Workforce Data Quality Initiative 

Grants $40,000,000
Labor Training and Employment Services WIOA Title III ‐ Wagner/Peyser 

Employment Service Grants $680,000,000
Labor Training and Employment Services WIOA Title IV ‐ Vocational 

Rehabilitation and  $3,302,053,000
Labor Training and Employment Services Apprenticeship Funding

$90,000,000
Labor Training and Employment Services Migrant and Seasonal Farm 

Workers $92,050,000
Labor Training and Employment Services Native American Programs

$51,795,000
Labor Training and Employment Services Ex‐Offender Activities

$88,078,000
Labor Training and Employment Services YouthBuild

$87,147,000
Labor Training and Employment Services Older Americans Act ‐ Senior 

Community Service Employment 
Program $454,499,494

Education Career, Technical, and Adult Education WIOA Title II ‐ Adult Education and 
Literacy State Formula Grants 

$649,287,000
Education Career, Technical, and Adult Education Carl D. Perkins Act State Grants

$1,271,694,000
Education Student Financial Assistance HEA ‐ Pell Grant Program $22,475,000,000
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