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Thank you, Kathy for that introduction as well as for your leadership of the Forum this year!  
As you all know, the Forum is a major component of the National Cooperative Education Statistics System which was established by law in 1988 to produce and maintain comparable and uniform education data with cooperation of the states. 

The Forum plays a unique role in building collaboration among the states, school districts, the Department of Education, and other agencies to address problems, develop resources, identify best practices, and consider new approaches to improving data collection and use, all while remaining sensitive to privacy concerns and administrative burden. As a result, NCES, IES, and the Department as a whole depend on your collective expertise and perspectives to contribute in major activities such as the Common Education Data Standards, SLDS, data privacy, data collection, and the use of education data to inform policy makers and the public.
NCES sincerely appreciates all the work you do at the Forum!

Today I’d like to say a few words about the challenges I see facing the National Center for Education Statistics in the coming years and, in turn, the opportunities they provide us for improvement. As you are no doubt aware, President Obama has made education a cornerstone of his domestic policy—in particular, ensuring that Americans are prepared for the workplaces of the future and that the nation reverses our decline relative to our chief economic competitors. As any government statistician will tell you, however, you can’t govern what you don’t measure. And so, our mission at NCES remains as vital as ever: provide accurate, timely, and relevant measurement of all aspects of American education.

Core Priorities
Before discussing some of the challenges and opportunities facing us, I’d like to say a few words about my priorities for the Center. Regarding our operations, I have four central priorities:
First and foremost, the integrity of NCES and the data we collect must be paramount. There can be no compromise with respect to our integrity.

Second, NCES must strive to retain the relevance of our data and reporting. And a key dimension of relevance is timeliness. The most accurate answers to exactly the right questions are nevertheless irrelevant if they arrive too late. 
Third, another of my priorities is rigor. NCES is a Federal statistical agency. As such, our reporting and methodology must be at the leading edge of many fields, including measurement, psychometrics, statistical computing, survey sampling, instrument design, field data collection, and confidentiality and statistical disclosure limitation. And yet we need rigor without mortis; the requirement for scientific excellence must not stifle new ideas. 
Finally, and on this note, NCES must remain innovative. Our history is one of spectacular innovation and I am very pleased to report that this spirit is alive and well in the Center as evidenced by several new activities.
U.S. Education Dashboard
One such initiative is the recent launch of the Education Dashboard. This past year the Department engaged NCES to help create a dashboard of key education indicators as part of our initiative to ensure transparency by increasing access to national and state data. Senior Department officials released the Version 1.0 at the Education Stakeholders Forum on January 24. You can access the Dashboard at dashboard.ed.gov.
NAEP-TIMSS Link

Another innovative  initiative, as you may be aware of, is a study to link the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) and TIMSS, the Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study. This is currently in the field right now (Winter 2011). A national sample of eighth-graders is being administered TIMSS mathematics and science items side-by-side with NAEP items in NAEP-style booklets. Later in the spring, during the TIMSS data collection window, students will be administered TIMSS and NAEP items side-by-side in TIMSS-style booklets. TIMSS will also be given to state-representative samples of students in eight states separately from the national sample. The eight states are:  Alabama, California, Colorado, Connecticut, Indiana, Massachusetts, Minnesota, and North Carolina. Results for these states will be used to validate the linking methodology by comparing their actual TIMSS results to those projected from the link.  These states will be included as benchmarking partners in the international and national TIMSS reports to be released in December 2012. Results on the projected state scores will be available soon after. 
High School Longitudinal Study of 2009 – 1st Follow-up in 2012
Another innovation is the next evolution of our flagship secondary school study. Following in a tradition going back to the National Longitudinal Study of the High School Class of 1972, the new High School Longitudinal Study of 2009 is a nationally representative, longitudinal study of 9th graders who will be followed through secondary and postsecondary experiences to gauge their learning in algebra and their decision-making about courses, college, early work, and careers. Last fall, over 21,000 9th graders participated in the base year of HSLS:09 by taking both a survey and a new algebra assessment.  This survey marks the first time ever NCES relied on an online, computer-based survey administration, and this approach proved very successful.  The first follow-up of HSLS:09 will occur during the spring of 2012 when most of the sample is in 11th grade.  

Measuring Certificates and Certifications
We are also innovating in the area of postsecondary education. In order to help track the Obama Administration’s goals in building human capital for the workforce of tomorrow, NCES recently collaborated with our colleagues at Census, the Bureau of Labor Statistics, the Council of Economic Advisors, and the Office of Management and Budget to develop new questionnaire items designed to measure the prevalence of educational certificates and industry-recognized certification in the US adult population; the item development process included focus groups, cognitive interviews, and a pilot study of households. NCES is now working with Census to field test these new items with 16,000 adults as part of the Survey of Income and Program Participation
Challenges: Administrative Data
But, despite these and more examples of innovation, many challenges remain. In the last decade, the education data environment has become vastly more complex. In response to Federal pressure and incentives, state K-12 assessment programs and data warehouses have grown from a handful of states to virtually all. And their scope is expanding from pre-kindergarten to entry into the labor force. Policy makers and researchers increasingly demand fast access to these data and use them to shape policy and evaluate what works. 

NCES and IES cannot afford to stand aloof here: If policy makers find the answers they need from other data and other research, we risk losing our relevance. If those answers provided by others are incorrect due to data of poor quality or misleading reporting, then bad policy choices could be made, and all Americans could be worse off. All of us, Federal and state alike, have an obligation to play a central role here in improving the quality of administrative data.
Accordingly, NCES is involved in several initiatives:
Statewide Longitudinal Data Systems Grant Program
As I’m sure you know, last year IES awarded its fourth round of funding to states under the Statewide Longitudinal Data Systems Grant program, bringing the total investment in longitudinal data systems to $500 million.  With the most recent round, we are investing in state systems that will bridge the linkages from early childhood through workforce data systems.  With this funding, we have launched an aggressive Technical Assistance program for all states, regardless of grant status.  Through onsite and online technical assistance, we are facilitating best practices, providing expert feedback to states, and disseminating documents and applications that have been developed by states, to share with other states.  In some cases, we have helped a state save hundreds of thousands of dollars in staff time and product development, by identifying a similar product in another state.

Privacy Technical Assistance Center
As we all think more about the possibilities for these data systems, concerns about data privacy, security, and confidentiality come front-and-center.  While the Department’s Family Policy Compliance Office is the authority on the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA), it was clear that states and other interested parties need guidance on a broader range of privacy-related issues.  NCES, in close cooperation with FPCO, the Office of the General Counsel, and other key agencies, established the Privacy Technical Assistance Center.  We see this as a one-stop site for information about privacy, data security, and confidentiality.  This new Center is not the font of all wisdom, but it is tasked with getting from appropriate sources the information you need, and archive that information for future inquiries.

In a complementary effort, NCES’s Statistical Standards Program is producing a set of technical briefs to provide confidentiality-related “best practices” to states as they build their data systems.  These are not policy documents, but rather guidance on methods of complying with existing laws and policies.  The first three of these Technical Briefs are on line, and we invite comments and suggestions.
Common Education Data Standards
Also, as a third arm of our involvement in this area, NCES’s efforts to identify a set of voluntary common education data standards completed its initial round of work in September.  A working group that included representatives of SEAs, LEAs, state offices of higher education, representative organizations like CCSSO and SHEEO, and standards setting groups, met its initial goal of producing a basic set of K-12 standards.  But there is much work left to do. This is at least a three-year effort, and this second year will continue with the K-12 work while adding a parallel focus on postsecondary education and early childhood.  We have just awarded a contract to support our staff in this effort, and I have made it clear that common standards for administrative data are a central priority of my time at NCES. Let me be especially clear on this point: I view the creation and dissemination of a solid set of common data standards that have broad consensus as among the most important tasks facing NCES, and I am open to new thinking about the strategies we use to get to this point.

The expansion of administrative data throughout all areas of education is also a tremendous opportunity for us. Already our longitudinal data collections in elementary, secondary, and post-secondary education are exploring ways in which our traditional survey instruments and assessments can be augmented with these new data. We must continue to expand these initiatives. My eventual goal is nothing less than to ensure that NCES has awareness of and access to every piece of administrative data on U.S. education that we can feasibly (and legally) work with. I know this is ambitious, but the world has changed from the days where our longitudinal studies and our assessments were the last word in American education. And recent improvements in the way that the Department collects program data from the states, as well as our own efforts in standardizing data elements, will facilitate this task.

The benefits of using administrative data at NCES are clear: Not only can we improve our measurement of key statistics or add new data to our existing collections, we can also improve the quality of our data through a better understanding of who responds to our surveys by building a comprehensive database from administrative sources. For example, NCES frequently conducts non-response bias analyses when response rates fall below certain thresholds. Typically, these analyses compare respondents and nonrespondents on the variables available on the sampling frame. However, an up-to-date administrative database for units such as K-12 schools would allow us to check for the possibility of nonresponse bias on a much broader range of substantively important variables—and may even allow us to use more sophisticated approaches to adjust for this potential bias.
Common Core State Standards
With regards to the National Assessment, we have another clear challenge: the growing momentum behind the Common Core State Standards Initiative. I firmly believe that common state standards are the right policy for the nation, but as their implementation looks increasingly likely, it raises a lot of questions for the future of NAEP.
First, if somehow the common core is derailed, NAEP must continue its present role. If, as is far more likely, however, the initiative is successful, what role will NAEP play?
Most simply, in the case for subjects in which no common standard exists or will exist, NAEP will continue the same, high quality assessments we field today.
Second, the key role of the Long Term Trend NAEP as the only consistent time series of American achievement spanning decades must remain.
Beyond these points, however, the future to me is not so clear. I envision a transition period in which, first, Main NAEP’s content and assessment frameworks are aligned to the Common Core standards in all available subjects and, then, NAEP continues to serve in its role as a high quality, external monitor while states implement the new assessments.
In the much longer term, however, a successful transition may render the Nation’s Report Card obsolete. To be sure, we at NCES will continue to collect and aggregate state-level assessment data in this future, but perhaps one day, no longer will we need large, state- or district-representative samples for Common Core subjects.

Another challenge I have decided to take on with respect to NAEP is to remove my least favorite paragraph of every NAEP report, the one that goes something like:
“As provided by law, NCES, upon review of Congressionally mandated evaluations of NAEP, has determined that achievement levels are to be used on a trial basis and should be interpreted with caution.”
As the duration of this trial period pushes into its third decade, it’s time for NCES to make a final determination regarding the achievement levels. I have asked the National Academies to prepare a prospectus for a formal and final evaluation.

There are many other challenges for us at NCES: the general decline in response rates across all modes of survey data collection; the growing assessment burden in our schools, the complex external environments in which many of our programs operate, and I’d be happy to tell you more about how we plan to meet these challenges. But I’ve gone on too long and I want to leave time for questions. So let me close by thanking you for your attention but also by asking you for your continued support in the years ahead—we need leaders in education policy and data to understand what we do and why it matters. Thank you.
