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Abstract

Flathead Valley Community College (FVCC) has an institution-level, FERPA-compliant, data-sharing agreement with Montana’s Department of Labor and Industry (DOLI) which oversees the state’s unemployment security system.  Over an FTP secure transfer system the college sends a data file of alumni social security numbers to DOLI with no other information attached to them.  DOLI then uses the same award-winning transfer system to provide FVCC with information about the wages and other student employment data derived from unemployment security data associated with those social security numbers. The college uses this data to make better informed decisions about how to prioritize existing and new programs based upon favorable wage earnings or placement rates of graduates and other alumni. 
Further Description of the Strategy
○ Clear descriptions of the college completion obstacle addressed, including the dimensions of the problems or obstacles targeted by the intervention.
For many colleges, but particularly community colleges whose student’s tend to be more transitory, acquiring outcome data about students is challenging, particularly post-enrollment.  FVCC’s previous best method for acquiring data about graduates or other alumni was a telephone survey.  Often no connection was made at all but even when connections are made, the surveyor is still reliant upon the accuracy of self-report of the alumnus.  Particularly in a small college, the effective small sample size resultant from this method of data gathering presents real problems in developing accurate statistics to aid in data-driven decision making.  Access to unemployment security data increases accuracy and reduces the amount of time spent attempting to locate graduates.  This impacts the data gathering effort for all students. 

○ The theory of action that provides the basis for the promising and practical strategy.
The college aims to offer programming to students that results in employment in occupation with wages that are statistically significantly higher than the average wage rate in Flathead County, the county in which FVCC resides.  It is only possible to determine if the college is succeeding in this facet if the wage data of graduates and other alumni are known.

○ A history of how the promising and practical strategy was developed.
An memorandum of understanding (MOU) was developed between the Montana Office of the Commissioner of Higher Education (OCHE) and the Montana Department of Labor and Industry that established a data-sharing arrangement between those two entities, also establishing the legality of that arrangement.  Dr. Brad Eldredge who had been involved in the creation of the original MOU, created a similar MOU between Flathead Valley Community College (FVCC) and DOLI when he began working for FVCC in 2009.  FVCC does not utilize Banner, the administrative software platform, used by most other colleges and universities in the Montana University System and therefore was unable to obtain information about the colleges graduates from OCHE. 
○ A description of the way submitters or others measured the outcomes of the promising and practical strategy, and of any evaluations of the strategy, where available, including references to published or related studies and links to the relevant data or evaluation. In addition, respondents should discuss any factor or factors that made measuring success difficult and how they addressed those factors.
· A discussion of any difficulties or challenges that arose during the implementation of the promising and practical strategy and of any adjustments that the institution or organization made in response to those challenges.
The challenges in establishing an MOU with DOLI for FVCC were significantly reduced by OCHE’s existing MOU.  Augmenting the existing MOU to suit an individual institution was relatively uncomplicated due to that existing framework.
· A description of the factor or factors the respondent believes were most important to the success of the promising and practical strategy. This could include the participation of a particular individual in the implementation of the strategy or some other reason that goes beyond the design of the activity undertaken.
Several factors were critical the success of this strategy.  First was the foresight of OCHE in establishing an MOU with the state’s DOLI and willingness of administers in these agencies to share data and work with their legal counsel to affirm the legality of the arrangement.  The knowledge and personal familiarity of FVCC’s Institutional Researcher with the MOU and relevant adminstrators within DOLI was also critical to the institution’s ability to establish a similar MOU.
· A description of the elements of the promising and practical strategy that the respondent believes did not work, including a discussion of why the respondent believes an element did not work and what the respondent would do to change the activity in question in the future.
The strategy seems to have worked.  It allows us to efficiently collect important data within the confines of federal regulation regarding the rights and privacy of students.
· Suggestions about how other institutions might best replicate the promising and practical strategy and what potential concerns could make replication difficult.
Make contact with the agency in your state charged with tracking unemployment security data.  Ascertain if they would consider a data-sharing agreement and ascertain the legality of such an arrangement in your state through your legal counsel.  Dr. Brad Eldredge of Flathead Valley Community can be used as a resource in helping provide a template for FVCC’s MOU.  Dr. Eldredge can be contacted by email at beldredge@fvcc.edu or by phone at (406) 756-3619.
· Detailed discussion of any Federal regulatory or statutory requirements or other laws, rules, or regulations that made successfully implementing the promising and practical strategy easier or more difficult.
The Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) (20 U.S.C. § 1232g; 34 CFR Part 99) is a Federal law that protects the privacy of student education records and is always a concern when data about students is shared outside of the college.  The data-sharing MOU strategy is successful because legal counsel has determined that the practice, as outlined in the MOU, is compliant with the federal regulation.
This list of items we invite for submission is illustrative only; respondents may also address other issues that they believe are appropriate to the promising and practical strategies they describe.
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