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Executive summary

The importance of education in shaping life experiences and outcomes is well documented in relation to health, labor force experiences, participation in social support programs, potential for criminal activity, and participation in democratic processes.  Therefore, analyses of social and economic issues often use educational attainment as an explanatory variable and virtually all Federal social surveys include some measure of educational attainment.  

Federal agencies have needs for information on educational attainment that are as varied as their missions. Thus, Federal agencies may not ask questions about educational attainment in the same ways.  For example, some data collections ask about years of school completed, some ask about degrees attained, others ask a combination of the two.  There are, in many cases, minor but analytically significant differences that make analyses across data sets questionable if not impossible.  Consequently, information obtained in the various surveys is not necessarily comparable or useful across agencies. 

The Interagency Committee on Measures of Educational Attainment was charged to review the various measures for collecting and reporting data on educational attainment that are used by Federal statistical agencies in producing data for statistical and administrative purposes.  The Committee was asked to: 

· Assemble different measures used by the agencies, including descriptions of why questions are asked in particular ways;

· Outline specific legislative and programmatic needs for such information;

· Synthesize results of evaluations and other studies that support particular measures; and 

· Review measures being used and/or developed by international agencies.  

If information to carry out the review is not available, the Committee was charged to undertake the necessary research.  Finally, based on its review, the Committee was to develop and present to the Federal statistical community recommendations for measurement of educational attainment, including a common terminology for categories of educational attainment.

During the past year the Committee has met at least once a month to complete an extensive review of the data needs and the educational attainment questions used by the participating Federal agencies.  In particular, the Committee reviewed the research leading to the educational attainment question being used in the Census 2000 long form. 

On the basis of this work, the Interagency Committee recommends that the educational attainment categories contained in the Census 2000 long form be considered a model of a basic question on educational attainment.  Because not all needs for data on educational attainment can be efficiently met with one “standard” question, the Committee specifically recommends that the response categories used in the Census 2000 become the common terminology for this measure.  The Interagency Committee also recommends further research to address policy relevant issues related to nontraditional education, specifically, certification. Enumerating educational attainment and studying the returns to education are central to many policy agendas and the goals of many Federal agencies.  Credential or non-degree programs are becoming an important element of our postsecondary education system.  The American Association of Community Colleges (AACC) reported that in 1997 community colleges served 10.5 million students (nearly half of all U.S. undergraduate enrollment) and roughly half of these students were participating in non-credit programs.
   Similar growth has been seen at the graduate level.  These programs will likely play an increasingly important role in postsecondary education, and improving the measurement of non-degree programs, especially “certificate programs,” could greatly affect our ability to enumerate educational attainment and estimate the returns to education.  The Interagency Committee looks to the Council for support to accomplish this important further work.

The following report is an update and expansion of the Committee’s report to the Council in October 1999, and describes our work to date and our proposed further activities. Section I of this report presents the Committee’s charge and discusses the challenges in measuring educational attainment in survey research.  Section II describes the Census 2000 long form educational attainment question and the research conducted leading to its development.  Section III elaborates on the policy-relevant gaps that were identified in our discussions and outlines our proposal for continuing research. 

Section I.  Background

Charge for the Federal Interagency Committee on Measures of Educational Attainment

Analyses of social and economic issues often use educational attainment as an explanatory variable.  The importance of education in shaping life experiences and outcomes has been well documented in relation to health status, labor force experience, earnings, criminal activity, and participation in democratic processes as well as various income support programs.  The importance accorded this measure is demonstrated by its inclusion in virtually all Federal social/demographic data collection efforts (including surveys, programmatic, and administrative data collections).  Agencies that collect educational attainment data include the National Center for Education Statistics, the National Center for Health Statistics, the Bureau of the Census, the Bureau of Labor Statistics, the Division of Science Resources Studies of the National Science Foundation,  the Department of Veterans Affairs, the Defense Manpower Data Center of the Department of Defense, and the Bureau of Justice Statistics.

At the present time, these data collections do not ask educational attainment questions in the same way.  There are, in many cases, minor but analytically difficult differences that make analyses across data sets questionable if not impossible.  For example, some surveys ask about years of school completed, some ask about degrees attained, and others ask a combination of the two. 

Consistency among questions on educational attainment would permit greater comparability of analyses, thereby enhancing understanding of relationships between education and other variables across all areas of research and analysis.  While there may be some need for continuing differences among educational attainment measures, access to a series of recommended standard ways to inquire about different aspects of educational attainment should improve the general usefulness of the data. 

To address this opportunity for improved collaboration highlighted by the Interagency Council on Statistical Policy, the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) established the Federal Interagency Committee on Measures of Educational Attainment in Summer 1998.  Chaired by the National Center for Education Statistics, the Committee was chartered to review various measures for collecting and reporting data on educational attainment that are used by Federal statistical agencies.  This included:

· Assembling different measured used by the agencies, including descriptions of why questions are asked in particular ways;

· Outlining specific legislative and programmatic needs for such information;

· Synthesizing results of evaluations and other studies that support particular measures; and

· Reviewing measures being used and/or developed by international agencies.

Based on its review, the Committee was asked to develop and present to the Federal statistical community recommendations for measurement of educational attainment. 

Process and reporting

In the course of its work in FY 1999, the Committee increased the number of participating agencies from the original eight to thirteen.  The Committee now includes representatives of the Census Bureau; the Bureau of Labor Statistics; the Science Resources Studies Division of the National Science Foundation; the Bureau of Justice Statistics; the Department of Veterans Affairs; the Defense Manpower Data Center; two units from the Department of Health and Human Services (Assistant Secretary for Planning and Evaluation, and National Center for Health Statistics); four units from the Department of Education (Office of Civil Rights, Office of Planning and Evaluation, Office of Vocational and Adult Education, and the National Center for Education Statistics); and the Office of Management and Budget. 

This report contains a summary of the Committee’s work. Since the Committee began meeting in January 1999 we have reviewed data collections of all the member agencies.  In addition to comparing measures of educational attainment, we have focused on data gaps across our surveys and data collections.  The Committee noted an area of emerging policy interest, i.e., that of nontraditional education (such as certificates) and concluded that this needs to be researched. We have reviewed prior research efforts and plan to build upon that body of work.  

History of educational attainment questions

There have been three stages of data collection on educational attainment in American censuses and surveys: 1840-1930 - basic literacy, 1940-1980 - years of school completed, and 1990-present - highest level or degree completed.

The first questions on school attendance and literacy were asked in the decennial census of 1840.  The literacy question ("Can … read and write?") remained the only question on educational attainment in the census through 1930, when the proportion of the adult population reported to be illiterate dropped to less than 5 percent from more than 20 percent in 1840.  It was no longer a useful discriminating measure. In the 1940 census for the first time a question on highest grade or year completed was included to meet the need for expanded inquiry to include a full distribution of educational attainment.  One-fourth of adults had completed high school (that is completed 4 years of high school) in 1940.  

The question was refined in the census of 1950 to ask highest grade or year attended and whether completed the grade, so that the grade question could serve double duty with the enrollment question to provide level of enrollment as well as attainment.   Until the mid-1960s schooling for most adults had ended before high school graduation, but by 1990 more than three-fourths of adults were at least high school graduates and individual grades below that level had much less significance than in the past.  While single years of schooling were generally recognized units of education at the primary and secondary levels, beyond high school they were not as useful.  The attainment question was again revised in 1990 to meet current data needs and clarify education credentials beyond high school by including degrees earned rather than only years completed.  In 1990, the two-part item was changed to a single question on highest level completed or degree received.  Section II focuses on the development of the Census 2000 question.

Problems and inconsistencies in the measurement of educational attainment occurring with current survey methods.

As noted earlier, the strong association between education and social, economic, and health outcomes means that questions regarding education are included on virtually all Federal social surveys. Questions on educational attainment differ across surveys, however, making comparisons difficult and hindering the synthesis of information regarding the impact of education on the full range of social, economic, and health issues.  When attempting to standardize the collecting and reporting of educational attainment, it should be recognized that differences can occur for more than one reason.  Differences arise not only because questions are developed independently for various surveys, but also because of technical issues, such as the mode of interview or whether the respondent is reporting for himself/herself or as a proxy for another person.  And perhaps because education is so strongly related to so many life events, the scope and content of questions regarding education can and does vary depending on the purpose for which the data is being collected.  Each of these is discussed in greater detail below.

Mode of interviewing: interaction between mode and question characteristics

Because educational attainment is seen as a simple, straightforward and easy to measure characteristic, relatively little research has been done to measure how the mode of interviewing affects responses to this question.  However, based on general survey principles, it is recognized that overly complex questions on self-administered forms produce incomplete or inaccurate data.  Thus, questions on self-administered collection mechanisms are necessarily restricted in wording (few, if any examples can be provided), number of response categories, and format (limited use of skip patterns).
   These concerns are perhaps more paramount in obtaining unbiased information on educational attainment where the outcome of interest may well affect the respondent’s ability to accurately respond to questionnaire items. 

In the past, most surveys relied entirely on the reading comprehension of a human being, either the survey respondent or an interviewer.  While the introduction of a trained interviewer increases somewhat the level of complexity that can be incorporated into a survey instrument, wording, formatting, and overall length are still seriously constrained.  However, the introduction of computer-assisted interviewing [computer-assisted telephone interviewing (CATI) and computer-assisted personal interviewing (CAPI)] changed the basis of question design limitations from the comprehension of the respondent or interviewer to the abilities of the computer programmers developing and implementing interviewing software.  As a result, computer-assisted modes of interviewing offer greater possibilities for asking complex series of questions about educational attainment.  For example, with computer-assisted questionnaire administration one group of respondents may be channeled to questions relevant only to them while others are skipped to questions that are relevant for them or completely out of a series of questions.  An example of this effect is the difference between the education questions on the Census 2000 (a self-administered questionnaire) and the 1998 Current Population Survey (CPS)(see Appendix C).

Proxy reporting of educational attainment

Proxy reporting is widespread in Federal surveys.  Because achieved education is considered a basic demographic characteristic, it is often deemed necessary or desirable to obtain this information for all members of a household, and one household member is asked or allowed to respond for all members of the household (e.g., National Health Interview Survey, National Consumer Survey, and the CPS).   In addition, interest in generational mobility has meant that respondents are often asked about the educational attainment of their parents (e.g., in the National Assessment of Education Progress students in 4th, 8th, and 12th grades were asked about the educational attainment of their parents).  As with mode of interview, it is generally accepted that proxy response limits the level of detail that can be accurately reported.   As an example, a proxy respondent may be able to accurately report that another household member had graduated from high school, yet not know if that same person had “Some college credit, but less than 1 year,” although this will vary with the age of the respondent and/or proxy, relationship of proxy to respondent, etc. 

An additional difficulty with proxy reporting may be the “socially desirable” nature of educational attainment.  In certain circumstances, proxies may be less likely than respondents themselves to report lower levels of education.  In studies comparing the level of education self-reported on surveys to that reported by proxy at the time of death (usually a close relative), a distinct bias toward elevating the decedent’s education level on the death certificate has been observed.
 Similarly, household respondents (usually parents) were less likely to report 14-21 year-olds had not completed high school and were not currently enrolled (i.e., “status dropouts”) than were 14- to 21-year-old youths themselves.
 

Question content and wording

Wording of questions: terms used, response categories and probing

Questions about educational attainment have described progress in regular schools in a variety of ways.  In the census and the CPS, the terms used have included grade, year, level, degree and equivalent.  

One area of confusion appears in questions attempting to distinguish “regular” graduation from high school from high school equivalency (achieved by taking a test known as the General Educational Development or GED).  Various methods of asking this question have been used, for example the Current Population Survey now uses an extended question to focus on how persons completed high school if this is their highest level of education.  Another area in which there has been difficulty is in distinguishing between academic and vocational programs.  At the high school level, whereas once the differences between these two types of programs were clear, the distinctions are now becoming increasingly less obvious.  At the postsecondary level, they have never been easily distinguished because vocational programs have not been part of the traditional postsecondary systems, but have been largely in proprietary schools.  

This lack of distinction is partly a result of the decentralized education system of the United States – every state and/or school system has the authority to determine school requirements, curricula, course and program offerings, and requirements for high school completion.  In our brief review of international data collections, it became clear that other education systems are more centralized (standardized curricula, completion requirements, and course offerings) and, hence, can be more easily characterized.  To grasp educational attainment in the United States requires an understanding of this complexity and variety.  Questions asked on this topic need to be able to provide information that cuts through the diversity to provide consistently meaningful answers.  

Scope of questions

Traditionally, questions on educational attainment applied only to progress in “regular” schools.  Such schools include graded public, private, and parochial elementary and high schools (both junior and senior high schools), colleges, universities, and professional schools, whether day schools or night schools.  Thus, regular schooling is that which may advance a person toward an elementary school certificate or high school diploma, or a college, university, or professional school degree.  Schooling in other than regular schools is counted only if the credits are regarded as transferable to a school in the regular school system.
 

Questions on educational attainment usually do not explicitly restrict responses to education received in U.S. schools and thus include education in foreign school systems.  Schooling in foreign countries is usually translated into an equivalent level of American schooling. As one researcher has remarked, “This procedure is complex and less than perfect.  Even when the ‘translation’ into American levels has been done in the most appropriate manner, differences remain because of differences in the quality and content of educational systems.” 
 

The main advantage to restricting education questions to “regular” schooling, that is traditional schooling leading toward established completion points (high school diplomas and college degrees), is that this system forms a natural hierarchy.  In this approach, the value of education can be measured simply by assessing the quantity of education obtained, whether this be by number of years of regular schooling completed, highest degree obtained, or a combination of these two scales.

However, it is increasingly recognized that, for many research and policy purposes,  “quantity” of traditional schooling alone does not always capture adequate information about a person’s educational experience.  This is perhaps more true now than in the past.  Many surveys have incorporated questions on “type” of schooling into their standard educational attainment questions.  The most common questions of this sort attempt to differentiate post-high school education obtained at a 4-year college or university from that obtained at a vocational school or 2-year college (for example the 1995 National Household Education Survey).   Information on nontraditional schooling is likely to become even more important in the future as skill requirements change and training occurs after the completion of traditional schooling, in all likelihood, concurrent with employment.  In addition, information on the content of nontraditional schooling is likely to be viewed as equally, if not more, important than information on quantity.  

Although this information may be determined to be necessary, it must be recognized that redesigning education attainment questions for this purpose carries various risks: i.e., 

(1) categories will no longer be mutually exclusive, (2) we no longer will be able to interpret education as a simple, hierarchical scale, and (3) this may introduce a level of complexity, and perhaps a level of confusion, that reduces response rates or accuracy, especially for less educated respondents.  Nontraditional education, such as that which leads to various types of certificates, is “outside” the standard educational hierarchy.  It is generally agreed, for example, that there is a progression from high school graduation, to associate’s degree, to bachelor’s degree, to master’s, and to doctorate.  In the case of certificates, individuals may obtain certification for computer training, for example, when they are at any stage in the traditional hierarchical scale.  This training may actually be more related to their current occupation than was their associate’s, bachelor’s, master’s or doctorate degree.  But the certification does not fit into the traditional scale as we understand it.  Some questions have been designed which attempt to put a certification level between various post-high-school-graduation levels of education.  Yet this approach would seem to only confuse the respondent and to confound the problem.  If the basic educational attainment question were to try to encompass certification as part of one “scale,” persons would only be allowed to give one response. We believe this to be problematic, for while it is important to know something about the additional study the person may have undertaken, it is also still important to know where in the traditional educational scale the person falls.  It seems the best solution to this problem would be to learn from the research conducted by the Census and by the Bureau of Labor Statistics, and to construct questions which branch off the “standard” hierarchical scale.   

Section II.  Census 2000 educational attainment question

Why this question

The Census 2000 question covers the most basic levels of education in the traditional academic continuum.  The question and response categories are understandable to the general population that is asked to complete a decennial census form without the assistance of a professional interviewer.  All of the information necessary to respond to the question is embedded in the question, including examples of specific degrees.  The educational attainment question (shown below, and in Appendix C), is contained on the 


sample (or long) form of the Census.  It is to be answered by up to 50 million people and must be simple, basic, and direct.  (There are serious space constraints on the Census, since the long form has more than 30 (often multipart) questions for each person in the household.)

In addition to its use as a basic demographic measure and a major component of measures of well being, data on educational attainment from the decennial censuses are required from the census for small geographic areas for several Federal government purposes:  compliance, program administration, and distribution of funds, as well as administrative records.  Laws such as the Voting Rights Act, Adult Education Act, and Older Americans Act, require data on particular levels of education such as "high school graduate" and "less than 5 years of schooling."  For local government and private users the education level of the potential labor force as well as educational needs of the community are important uses.

Relation of Census 2000 question to the recommended common terminology for education attainment.  The Interagency Committee has concluded that the Census 2000 question on educational attainment contains an appropriate common terminology for asking questions about education status.  It contains the categories that are commonly understood by respondents in an implicit hierarchical scale.  Different data collections may require more (or less) categories depending upon the respondent population (high educational attainment vs. low educational attainment) and depending upon the purpose of the data collection (information for support services to be provided, information about population with specific engineering credentials, etc.).  

Also, while the Census 2000 education attainment question contains the Committee’s recommended common terminology, some analysts have different definitions of and uses for the categories.  For example, some analysts prefer to restrict the "some college" category to those who have completed one or more years of college.  The question accordingly contains a category for "less than one year of college,” which allows analysts to categorize this group as "some college" or "high school graduate" as they prefer.  Analysts may choose to condense or expand categories as are useful to their purpose.  Expansions may be best as additional questions on other surveys or data collections, as in the Current Population Survey (CPS).    

The CPS as example of expanded questions.  The CPS’ basic questions on educational attainment have been roughly consistent with decennial census questions since 1942.  However, unlike the censuses of recent decades, the CPS is administered by an interviewer with some interviews taking place in person and some on the telephone.  Questions addressing a particular topic, e.g., education, can be more detailed and longer than the decennial census questions and may focus on specific areas of educational attainment, for example, on type of high school completion.  The CPS is intended to meet more extensive and detailed data needs than Census with more detailed information on labor force participation.  Because of its use of electronic format,
 questions may be selectively directed based on previous responses.  

Description of CPS questions and efficiency of electronic format
The decennial census is subject to constraints not faced by other Federal surveys.  The decennial instrument is a self-administered, mailback questionnaire where space on the questionnaire is very limited, and all information conveyed to the respondent must be in the question rather than conveyed by an interviewer.  The CPS is a survey where there is more flexibility in obtaining information, and where there is a corresponding opportunity to gather more information.

The current CPS education item starts with a question very similar to the 1990 and 2000 decennial census items. When the question is first asked for each person in the household it is in an "in person" interview in which the respondent has access to a "flashcard" containing all response categories for the question.  Updates may be made by telephone.

To meet the demand for more detailed information than is available in the decennial census, the CPS education item then asks follow-up questions based on the answer to the original question.  Among other things, the item asks whether a high-school degree was attained through a GED, years of college for those with some college, and post-college attainment not resulting in a degree for those with a bachelor's degree.  (The item is given in full in Appendix C).  

Research and development  

Research and testing of the current question for the 1990 and 2000 decennial censuses.  There were several reasons for the change in 1990 and refinements in 2000: the quality of the years of school completed measure used from 1940 to 1980 was deteriorating; data needs had changed; only very limited measures of post-secondary degrees existed; and reliability of degree responses were better than single-year responses.

(1) The quality of the measure was deteriorating. The meaning of years had become more ambiguous as four years of college was no longer synonymous with a bachelor's degree.  In the 1980's increasing numbers of students were taking more than four years to complete a bachelor’s degree. Data collected in the 1980's showed greater increases in the number of persons having completed 4 years of college than number of people earning bachelor’s degrees.

(2) The data needs had changed. Fully three-fourths of adults completed high school by 1990 and more detail was needed on postsecondary attainment. Years of school did not map to socially recognized educational benchmarks beyond high school, although completion of years were commonly treated as completion of specific degree levels, high school graduation, and college graduation.  

(3) No measures of degrees other than high school graduate and bachelor's degree existed. Years of college did not even approximate the other degrees. In reinterviews after the 1980 decennial census 15% of people with 2 years of college had associate degrees and 38% of those with six years had master's degrees or higher. So few people had terminated their education before high school that full detail at that level was not useful. 

(4) The reliability of data on degrees proved better than for single grades.  Research showed about 60 percent of respondents consistently reported the same grade twice, while reliability for specific degrees was about 90 percent.  

While there were needs to measure level of enrollment and attainment with the same items in earlier censuses, it was decided that the improvement in attainment data would outweigh loss in precision in enrollment level.  The changes were described in two papers by Robert Kominski and Paul Siegel, in which they document data from the 1950-1980 reinterview surveys and other surveys.
 

Alternative questions were tested before the 1990 and 2000 decennial censuses.  In 1990 detail was maintained at the lowest level of education in order to estimate preprimary enrollment, which is not available from administrative sources.  Single years were also maintained for high school grades in order to estimate high school dropouts by grade. Other grades were grouped.  High school grades have been maintained in the current question, but preprimary grades were not.  Instead, a new grade-of-enrollment question was included in 2000.  

With the change to degrees from years there were trade-offs.  

(1) For some researchers the single-year continuous scale was more useful for multivariate analysis, but many researchers grouped the years for analysis or used dummy variables.  While not available in the decennial census, the supplemental CPS questions take care of these needs by asking additional questions about years attended.  

(2) With the change of measure, the ability to calculate median years of education was lost, but its usefulness in recent years has been marginal. Another summary measure, percent high school graduate, has shown more change in attainment.   In 1960 the median was 10.5 years when 41 percent were high school graduates.  From 1970 to 1990 the median rose relatively little, from 12.1 to 12.7, but percent high school graduates rose by half, from 52 to 78 percent.  As half of adults completed high school, the median moved into 12 years.  While the percent completing high school rose dramatically, the same large proportion did not move into college, so the median has remained at 12 years.  

(3) The 1990 decennial census question, which greatly improved attainment data, presented difficulties in estimating enrollment levels.   The effort resulted in an undercount of preprimary enrollment when compared with CPS and other sources and college enrollment was overcounted.  For the Census 2000 a grade-of-enrollment item was added.  This allowed for a decrease in detail at the low end of attainment.  

(4) Another tradeoff was in the estimate of persons with some college completed.  In 1980 the first college category recorded in official statistics was "completed 1 year of college," while in 1990 those who attended the first year of college, but did not complete a whole year were counted as "some college, no degree.”  Official counts of the number of high school graduates with no college attendance decreased, and corresponding counts of the number of persons with "some college" increased. 

The census educational attainment question, is a refinement of the 1990 question in response to 1990 results, data user needs and further testing of reliability.  Refinements in 2000 were made in response to data needs and uses identified since the 1990 census. These changes were collapsing of the associate degree categories, expansion of "some college," and shortening the question.  In addition, the detail at the lowest end was no longer needed since the item would no longer be needed to estimate level of enrollment.

Finally, a change was made in response to requests by some researchers to distinguish persons with less than one year of college completed from the other college attendees, in order to restrict the "some college" category to those with one or more years.  "Some college, no degree" was split into "some college credit, but less than 1 year" and "one or more years of college, no degree." In the 1996 test one fourth of those with "some college, no degree" were reported as "less than 1 year.”  The two associate degree types, academic and vocational/technical, were combined because evidence in earlier tests showed respondents did not differentiate well between the two types of degrees.  At least one-third of respondents switched to the other associate degree in reinterview. Reliability was better for the combined category.  There has been no expressed need for two separate categories.

A "vocational certificate" category is not part of the question for several reasons.  First, it does not fit neatly into an ordered measure of educational attainment. The 1996 test showed that recipients of vocational certificates split nearly evenly between high school graduates, persons with some college, and individuals with at least an associate degree.  Second, several tests of questions on vocational education have shown that the items are  unreliable.  In 1996, reliability was lower on a question on vocational education than the categories of the basic question.  A separate question was included in the 1970 census long form.  Reinterview data showed it to be very unreliable.  Tests of alternative questions before the 1980 and 1990 censuses had no better results.  In the 1986 test over 40 percent of those reported to have completed a vocational program in the survey reported they never attended a program in reinterview. Similarly, a test of a vocational education category on the Annual Housing Survey found the category highly unreliable.

Testing and implementation of the CPS question.  Many users were concerned about the loss of a measure of continuous years of education in the CPS after the CPS was revised in 1992 to conform to the 1990 census question.   While applied analysts tend to analyze the effect of education by broad categories, even prior to 1992, many academic researchers summarize economic returns to schooling by the percentage increase in earnings for each year in school.  There was also a concern that GED holders, who were coded as high school graduates after 1991 and as 12 years of education before that, were not truly equivalent to high school graduates in terms of outcomes.

In response to these concerns, a group was formed with representatives of the Census Bureau and BLS.  The group quickly realized that restoring the original item and then adding questions on degree attainment was not desirable (note that interviewers' instructions to some extent made the pre-1992 item degree-based).  It decided to add follow-up questions to the original item.  The follow-up questions were constructed with the aid of small-scale cognitive testing and a field test in July 1995.  The new questions were added to the CPS questionnaire in January 1996, and the data became public use in January 1998.  This is an example of how users' needs for more specific information than is available in the Census question or its variants can be met by means of follow-up questions.

What are its policy relevant gaps?  What are its gaps in general?

Based upon the committee’s review of questions, needs and previous research, the committee endorses the Census 2000 question on educational attainment (shown in Appendix C). Based upon research conducted by Census and the Bureau of Labor Statistics, the categories listed in the Census 2000 represent a consistent continuum of levels of educational attainment that respondents can answer reliably.  Appendix C also contains the sequence of educational attainment questions used in the CPS that goes beyond the 2000 census question with a series of follow-up questions asked of individuals depending upon how they respond to the initial question.   

Wide range of needs.  Agencies have a wide variety of needs for data on educational attainment.  These needs may require specific focus on different portions of the 2000 census question.   Some of the agencies need to collect information about a particular age group, others a particular socioeconomic segment of the population, and others are interested in a segment that has completed a particular level of education and may be seeking to go beyond that specific level.   These differences may require more detail in parts of the question and less in other parts (for example, consider what education questions might be relevant for a survey of Ph.D. recipients versus a survey of persons participating in the General Education Development program).  

Previous findings.  The Committee devoted some time to two current issues on which there has been research focus in the past, for example, specific method of high school completion (graduation vs. GED-like completion) and completion of some college without a degree (how much is meaningful and how should it be quantified?).  Some of this research is documented in the section on Census and Bureau of Labor Statistics research activities.  At this time we believe that for those two issues the specific needs of the data collection should determine the amount of additional detail or number of follow-up questions (and burden on respondents) that are added to the detail already contained in the 2000 census question (see as an example the detail in the follow-up questions used by the CPS in Appendix B). 

Considerations for further research activities:  Measurement of a fluid area.  We are also aware of the difficulty, as revealed in previous research, of bringing meaningful refinements to the educational attainment question, because of the inherent lack of precision, differences in public perception of the meanings of terms, and fluid nature of the refinements we are discussing.  Specifically, this concern applies to the particular area that we have identified for further follow-up:  nontraditional education.  Our focus is on certificates which may be presented post-high school, post-bachelor's degree, post-master's, post-professional, or post-doctoral, as well as homeschooling certifications or workplace education.  

Continuing Research

What agencies are interested in the research and why

As we seek to improve the measurement of educational attainment, it is important to note that credential or non-degree programs are becoming an important element of our postsecondary education system.  The American Association of Community Colleges (AACC) reported that in 1997 community colleges served 10.5 million students (nearly half of all U.S. undergraduate enrollment) and roughly half of these students were participating in non-credit programs.
   At the graduate level, NCES data show that U.S. higher education institutions granted 7,441 post-baccalaureate certificates and 8,659 post-Master’s certificates in the 1996-97 academic year up from 3,57 post-baccalaureate certificates and 5,812 post-Master’s certificates in 1990-91.
 As discussed below, these programs will likely play an increasingly important role in postsecondary education.  Improving the measurement of credentials or non-degree programs could greatly affect our ability to enumerate educational attainment and estimate the returns to education, goals that are central to many Federal agencies as well as the research community in general.

The Importance of Non-Degree Programs.  The prevalence of non-degree programs has increased noticeably since the 1980s, particularly in the information, business and technology sectors.  For example, AACC reports that community colleges awarded 61,021 certificates in health professions in 1997 and 29,231 certificates in business management services.
  This increase has been driven in large part by changes in the economy and hiring requirements of employers.  As the economy becomes more focused on information and technology, employers are seeking a workforce whose knowledge and skills keep pace with new developments.  Among individuals who already possess an undergraduate or graduate degree, life-long learning is becoming increasingly important, and “executive education” and graduate certificate programs are seen as a timely and flexible way to upgrade skills.  “Corporate universities have been around for about 40 years but have skyrocketed in popularity since the late 1980s.”
  Over 1,600 firms offer non-degree executive education.  Wharton Direct, an extension of the Wharton School of the University of Pennsylvania, offers programs in 30 U.S. cities alone.   It has been reported that corporate expenditure on training and education at the management level rose to nearly $16 billion, a 14 percent increase over the preceding year.
 Graduate certificate programs are also increasing in academic institutions. According to the Council of Graduate Schools (CGS), “certificate programs have gained importance among working professionals who seek short-term, postbaccalaureate programs that will upgrade job skills or meet the requirements of a professional credentialling body. Certificates are also an important means of acknowledging specialization of advanced study beyond the requirements of a bachelor’s degree.”

Non-degree programs are important to low-skilled workers as well.  It has been well documented that most employers no longer view a high school diploma as an indication that workers possess adequate skills for better entry-level jobs.
    “Just 32 percent of employers who hire new public high school graduates think the grads have the skills they need.”
  Therefore, among low-skilled workers who are unlikely to attain a two-year or four-year degree, a credential or certification from shorter non-degree programs will likely be increasingly important for signaling to employers an adequate skill level.

Preliminary evidence suggests that non-degree programs could have important impacts, on labor market outcomes.  Research findings on the returns to education beyond high school but short of a college degree are mixed.  However, some more recent studies indicate that the period of schooling between high school and a two-year degree matters.  For example, a 1998 study based on CPS data found that workers with some college but no degree were likely to earn more than workers with a high school diploma alone.
  Another study based on data from the High School and Beyond (HS&B) indicates that students in some certificate programs earned greater labor market returns compared to students in two-year degree programs or students who failed to complete four-year degree programs.  Other certificate programs examined in the study however, failed to yield measurable returns.
  Thus, it is important to measure not only whether a certificate was obtained, but also to measure what kind of certificate was obtained.  

Unfortunately, many data sets do not offer sufficient detail to categorize the type of certificate obtained, and several studies note serious difficulties in measuring of the benefits of credentials due to data limitations.
  Educational attainment is often defined as obtaining a high school diploma, high school plus some college, two-year degree, four-year degree, or beyond a four-year degree.  Students who obtained certification short of a two-year degree were categorized the same as students who dropped out of degree programs. 

The Value to Federal Agencies and Public Policy.  

Enumerating educational attainment and studying the returns to education are central to many policy agendas and the goals of many Federal agencies beyond the Department of Education.  Several relevant agencies and programs are discussed below.  

The National Science Foundation (NSF) is particularly interested in being able to measure certificate attainment in the post-baccalaureate science and engineering fields.  Certificate programs in these fields have been growing and NSF is specifically interested in studying the return to such programs in the labor market for scientists and engineers.

The Department of Veterans Affairs also believes it is important to better measure the benefits of certificate programs in the labor market because the GI Bill provides funding for certificate programs.  With close to a billion dollars spent on the Montgomery GI Bill, evaluating this program is important, especially with respect to questions such as whether the Montgomery GI Program is effective in improving educational attainment or career progression and whether it is cost efficient.  Those certificate programs that have a vocational objective are covered under the GI Program, and detailed information on the attainment of certificates will be important to any evaluation efforts of the GI Program.

The Department of Defense relies on measures of educational attainment as a tool for predicting how well a new recruit will do in the military.  Given preliminary evidence showing the importance of various certificate programs in terms of labor market returns, better information on attainment of non-degree certifications could prove valuable for improving the profiling of new recruits, particularly in terms of drop-out rates, aptitude and skills.

Employment and Training Programs.  There are several agencies that are directly responsible for administering programs aimed at providing employment assistance to low-skilled workers and public assistance recipients.  Sweeping policy changes have recently placed a much greater emphasis on moving public assistance recipients into the labor market within a limited period of time.  Programs that provide employment and training assistance to public assistance recipients include Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF) administered by HHS, the Welfare to Work, JTPA and Workforce Investment Act programs administered by DOL, and programs administered by HUD including the Family Self-Sufficiency Program and Resident Opportunities and Self-Sufficiency Program.
  Each of these programs provides a great deal of flexibility at the state and local level to design program services, and better information regarding the labor market returns to non-degree certificate programs would be a valuable resource to policy makers and case managers.  The TANF program for example has a greater focus on rapid employment and less focus on longer-term education compared to the program it replaced, Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC).  However, recent concern over the lack of wage progression and job stability among TANF recipients raises the question as to whether there may be a useful role for more limited, shorter duration training and certificate programs.

Proposal for continuing research

The area of certification is very broad.  Without narrowing the topic, this area could include certification for cardiopulmonary resuscitation and certification for a 4-hour class in how to manage electronic mail, and so on.  We have, however, set some bounds. 

· The Interagency Committee is focused on “certification” as it pertains to occupational or professional qualifications.  This may include certification under other names, such as licenses.  It includes certification for various professional levels, e.g., physician, certified public accountant and steamfitter.  It includes initial certification as well as ongoing requirements for continuing certification.  It can include certification which includes “seat-time” in a classroom or before a computer as well as those earned through an examination.  

· Our interest is in the various forms of certification that are relevant to the policies of the Federal agencies participating in this activity.  Thus we are not interested in certifications/certificates which are meaningful only within a particular company or organization.

How the research should be undertaken
To conduct research in the area of certification we would build on the previous body of research conducted by Census and BLS and others.  Given the limitations described in the previous section, the Committee finds that it is important to gain an understanding of the range of such certifications.  Thus it is important to find out more about: 

· The prerequisites for participation in a certification program (whether that is to take part in a class or to sit for an exam); 

· The intensity or duration of a certificate program; the title of the certificate; 

· The title of the certificate;

· Who offers it; 

· Whether a “formal” course is required prior to an exam, for example, perhaps the studies prior to becoming an Emergency Medical Technician.  Coursework might be completed by distance education.

· Who pays for it;

· What is its legal or professional status; and 

· What the anticipated and actual outcomes are upon receiving the certificate/certification.

Our first step would be to conduct literature reviews to find research conducted in the specific areas we have identified.  Second, we propose to conduct a web-based search to identify the range of different types of certificates and licenses that are offered by institutions; to look at what is required for certification; and to learn what they are called.  The activities described above should cost no more than $30,000 and, if approved by the Council, could begin immediately.  

Based upon results of the two first phases of this work, we would next conduct cognitive lab work to gain understandings about how consistent and accurate people are about reporting these programs:  purpose for which they take such programs in order to exclude programs for which we have no interest yet incluede those taking programs for which there is substantive interest; and the benefits accruing to them from having taken them.  We will report to the Interagency Council on results of our first two phases of work prior to requesting support to undertake this third phase.
The potential results of this work are the following:  a taxonomy of occupational certifications and licenses; a series of questions that accurately measures the occurrence of occupational certification in the general population; a means of counting the population with certificates and/or certifications and counting different types of these; and, when the series of questions is included in a survey measuring socioeconomic phenomena, the ability to perform analyses linking “traditional” educational attainment, certifications, and outcomes such as employment, occupation, and earnings.
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Appendix B. Charter for the Interagency Committee on Measures of Educational Attainment
Background
Analyses of social and economic issues often use educational attainment as an explanatory variable.  The importance of a persons education in shaping life experiences and outcomes has been well documented in the areas of health, labor force and occupation, crime, participation in democratic processes and participation in different support programs.  Beyond these direct relationships between an individuals educational background and various outcomes, research is suggesting the intergenerational transmission of aspirations, life skills, and opportunities is mediated by parental and individual educational attainment.  The importance of this measure is demonstrated by its inclusion in virtually all Federal social surveys. 

Currently Federal surveys do not ask educational attainment questions in the same way.  There are, in many cases, minor but analytically difficult differences that make analyses across data sets questionable if not impossible. There are continuing differences in the way questions on educational attainment are worded and the response categories that are offered.  For example, some surveys ask about years of school completed, some ask about degrees attained, and others ask a combination of the two.  While the analytical needs or policy uses for information about educational attainment may call for different approaches to asking the questions, more often, we suspect, the differences may be a result of independent development of questions.  

Consistency between surveys would permit greater comparability of analyses that would enhance our understanding of relationships between education and other variables across all areas of research and analysis.  It is likely that there may be some need for continuing differences among educational attainment measures because of specific uses of data.  However, access to a series of recommended ways of inquiring about different aspects of educational attainment may result in data that are more widely useful.  In those cases when more detail is required it may be possible to develop minimum categories into which the greater detail might be folded.

Establishing the Federal Interagency Committee 
OMB is hereby establishing the Federal Interagency Committee on Measures of Educational Attainment.  The Committee will be chaired by the National Center for Education Statistics, and include representatives of the Bureau of the Census, Division of Science Resources Studies of the National Science Foundation, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Department of Health and Human Services, Department of Veterans Affairs, Defense Manpower Data Center, Bureau of Justice Statistics, and ex officio, the Office of Management and Budget.

Charge to the Committee
The Committee is charged with a review of the various measures for collecting and reporting data on educational attainment that are used by Federal statistical agencies in producing data for statistical and administrative purposes.  This review will:

· Assemble different measures used by the agencies, including descriptions of why questions are asked in particular ways;

· Outline specific legislative and programmatic needs for such information;

· Synthesize results of evaluations and other studies that support particular measures; and 

· Review measures being used and/or developed by international agencies.  

If information to carry out the review is not available, the Committee is charged with undertaking the necessary research.   

Based on its review, the Committee will develop and present to the Federal statistical community recommendations for standard measures of educational attainment, including a standard set of substantive categories of educational attainment.

Committee Process 

The Committee should develop and execute a plan to fulfill its mandates, with the objectives of offering meaningful consistency among surveys, determining the feasibility of various levels of attainment questions for paper and electronic formats, and testing any proposed revisions before they are implemented in a large survey.  When focusing on detail, the committee will consider needs of the survey, such as national data needs or local area data needs, such as in the American Community Survey, and the desirability of avoiding breaks in time series, when making recommendations.  This plan, including a timeline, should be made available to the Office of Management and Budget by July 1999.  The processes that the Committee adopts should ensure ample opportunity for comment and input from domestic and international data users and data providers.

Appendix C.  Census 2000 educational attainment question and Current Population Survey educational attainment series. 

Census 2000 educational attainment question 


What is the highest degree or level of school this person has


COMPLETED?

MARK [X] ONE box.  If currently enrolled, mark the previous grade or Highest degree received.

 
[ ] No schooling completed

     
[ ] Nursery school to 4th grade

     
[ ] 5th grade or 6th grade

     
[ ] 7th grade or 8th grade

     
[ ] 9th grade

     
[ ] 10th grade

     
[ ] 11th grade

     
[ ] 12th grade, NO DIPLOMA

     
[ ] HIGH SCHOOL GRADUATE - high school DIPLOMA or the

 
  
equivalent (for example, GED)

[ ] Some college credit, but less than 1 year

      
[ ] 1 or more years of college, no degree

      
[ ] Associate degree (for example: AA, AS)

      
[ ] Bachelor's degree (for example: BA, AB, BS)

      
[ ] Master's degree (for example: MA, MS, MEng, MEd, MSW, MBA)

      
[ ] Professional degree (for example: MD, DDS, DVM, LLB, JD)

      
[ ] Doctorate degree (for example: PhD, EdD)

Current Population Survey education attainment question series

E1.
What is the highest level of school you have completed or the highest degree you have received?


31   Less than 1st grade 


32   1st, 2nd, 3rd, or 4th grade


33   5th or 6th grade


34   7th or 8th grade








35    9th grade 








36   10th grade








37   11th grade








38   12th grade NO DIPLOMA





39   HIGH SCHOOL GRADUATE -- high school DIPLOMA, or the equivalent (For example:  GED)




40   Some college but no degree







41   Associate degree in college--Occupational/vocational program


42   Associate degree in college -- Academic program


43   Bachelor's degree (For example: BA, AB, BS)




44   Master's degree (For example: MA, MS, MEng, MEd, MSW, MBA)


45   Professional School Degree (For example: MD, DDS, DVM, LLB, JD)


46   Doctorate degree (For example: PhD, EdD)


E1-CK.
CHECK ITEM

1   E1 is 31 - 38.....................
(Exit)


2   E1 is 39............................
(Go to E3-CK)


3   E1 is 40 - 42.....................
(Go to E4-CK)


4   E1 is 43............................
(Go to E5)


5   E1 is 44............................ 
(Go to E6)



6   E1 is 45 - 46.....................
(Exit)

E3-CK.

First R in household to answer E3--Use parens. in E3.

E3.
(People can get a High School diploma in a variety of ways, such as graduating from a High School or by getting a GED or other equivalent.)  How did you get your High School diploma?

	
	<1> Graduation from High School  (exit)

	
	

	
	<2> GED or other equivalent  (go to E3b)

	
	


E3b.
What was the highest grade of regular school you completed before receiving your GED?
	
	 <1> Less than 1st grade  (exit)

	
	

	
	 <2> 1st, 2nd, 3rd, or 4th grade  (exit)

	
	

	
	 <3> 5th or 6th grade   (exit)

	
	

	
	 <4> 7th or 8th grade  (exit)

	
	

	
	 <5> 9th grade  (exit)

	
	

	
	 <6> 10th grade  (exit)

	
	

	
	 <7> 11th grade  (exit)

	
	

	
	 <8> 12th grade NO DIPLOMA  (exit)


E4-CK.  

E1=41-42
Use parens. in E4.

E4.
(Including any time that may have been spent getting an Associate's Degree,) (h)How many years of college CREDIT have you completed?  Have you COMPLETED...
	
	<1> Less than 1 year?  (exit)

	
	

	
	<2> the first, or FRESHMAN year? (exit)

	
	

	
	<3> the second, or SOPHOMORE year?  (exit)

	
	

	
	<4> the third, or JUNIOR year?  (exit)

	
	

	
	<5> Four or more years? (exit) (NOTE--Coded as <4> on public use tape)


E5.
Since completing your Bachelor’s degree, have you ever taken any GRADUATE or PROFESSIONAL school courses for credit?
	
	<1> Yes  (go to E5b)

	
	

	
	<2> No  (exit)


E5b.
Did you complete SIX or MORE graduate or professional school courses?
	
	<1> Yes  (exit)

	
	

	
	<2> No  (exit)


E6.
Was your Master's Degree program a 1-year, 2-year, or 3-year program?
	
	<1> 1-year program  (exit)

	
	

	
	<2> 2-year program  (exit)

	
	

	
	<3> 3-year program (or longer) (exit)


Appendix D. Listing of Federal Agency Surveys with Questions Measuring Educational Attainment

VA-

Program evaluation questionnaire(CATI)

NSF- 

Survey of Earned Degrees(SED)



Survey of Doctorate Recipients(SDR)



Survey of College Graduates(NSCG)


Survey of Recent College Graduates(NSRCG)

DMDC-
Survey of Spouses of Military Personnel



Sample Survey of Military Personnel



Navy-Wide Personnel Survey



Air Force Example 



Survey of Recruit Socioeconomic Backgrounds



Youth Attitude Tracking Study

NCES-

Schools and Staffing Survey(SASS)



Teacher Follow-up Survey(TFS)


National Adult Literacy Survey(NALS)



National Postsecondary  Student Aid Study(NPSS)



Baccalaureate and Beyond (B&B)



National Household Education Survey(NHES)



High School and Beyond(HS & B)



National Study of Postsecondary Faculty(NSOPF)



National Education Longitudinal Study(NELS)



National Assessment of Educational Progress(NAEP)

International Adult Literacy Survey(IALS)

BJS- 

National Crime Victimization Survey(NCVS)

HHS/ASPE-
Federal Register Notice describing administrative data needs

HHS/NCHS-
National Health Interview Survey(NHIS)



NHANES



National Survey of Family Growth(NSFG)



National Vital Statistics System(NVSS)



National Mortality Followback Survey(NMFS)

Census-

Decennial Census



American Community Survey



Survey of Income and Program Participation(SIPP)



American Housing Survey(AHS)

BLS-

Current Population Survey(CPS)



Consumer Expensiture Survey(CES)



National Longitudinal Survey of Labor Market Experience(NLS)

Appendix E.  Matrix of characteristics of current Federal educational attainment measures  (placeholder….)

Census 2000 educational attainment question 


What is the highest degree or level of school this person has COMPLETED?


MARK [X] ONE box.  If currently enrolled, mark the previous grade or Highest degree received.


 	[ ] No schooling completed


     	[ ] Nursery school to 4th grade


     	[ ] 5th grade or 6th grade


     	[ ] 7th grade or 8th grade


     	[ ] 9th grade


     	[ ] 10th grade


     	[ ] 11th grade


     	[ ] 12th grade, NO DIPLOMA


[ ] HIGH SCHOOL GRADUATE - high school DIPLOMA or the equivalent (for example, GED)


            	[ ] Some college credit, but less than 1 year


            	[ ] 1 or more years of college, no degree


            	[ ] Associate degree (for example: AA, AS)


            	[ ] Bachelor's degree (for example: BA, AB, BS)


[ ] Master's degree (for example: MA, MS, MEng,    MEd, MSW, MBA)


[ ] Professional degree (for example: MD, DDS, DVM, LLB, JD)


      	[ ] Doctorate degree (for example: PhD, EdD)
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