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Data Analysis for Decision-Making



Greater Pittsburgh Literacy Council

Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania
Program Description
Greater Pittsburgh Literacy Council (GPLC) is a not-for-profit organization that offers one-on-one tutoring and classroom instruction for English-as-a-second-language learners, basic literacy learners, and pre-GED or GED learners. GPLC also has a family literacy program, technology program with two computer labs, and offers workplace and workforce development classes. GPLC is the parent organization for Literacy AmeriCorps and has a local chapter. Additionally, GPLC houses the Southwest Professional Development Center, providing professional development opportunities to 17 programs in SW Pennsylvania. Students are served through 14 locations—eight of which are staffed by area coordinators—that serve tutors and students in neighborhood locations. Its main office is located in downtown Pittsburgh, where the program director oversees each of the area coordinators. 

Data Collection and Management (Promising Practices Revisited)

Staff

Area coordinators collect data and report it to the program director and data manager.

Database
Area coordinators collect information from students and volunteers, enter it on an agency-designed spreadsheet, and submit it on a monthly basis to the database manager for input into E-data (instructors can view but not edit data). Student and volunteer data is also kept in files in locked file cabinets in the coordinators' offices. The agency uses Microsoft Access for information that can’t be stored E-data. GPLC also makes sure all of its data is regulary backed up, which includes checking to ensure the data was actually backed up. 

Data Collected/Monitored 

· Attendance: Class and tutoring hours are entered into the database on a monthly basis. Instructors, volunteers, and students provide the data on a monthly basis.

· Assessment: GPLC uses the TABE and the BEST Plus. Pre- and post-test data are tracked, including education gain. 

· Demographic data: Collected at intake.

· Goals and goal attainment: Instructors, volunteers, and students provide the data on a monthly basis. Goal attainment is also tracked during post-testing. 

· Additional information: Information is gathered on reasons why volunteers and students stay/leave the program, and how students hear about the program. GPLC also collects data during focus groups and in surveys that are given to students periodically throughout the year for special projects.
· Volunteer data: This information is analyzed by the recruitment committee of the agency at their monthly meetings to see if/where recruitment is necessary. To also aid in this analysis, GPLC analyzes inquiry data to see where potential volunteers heard about our agency to inform its recruitment efforts.

· Donor information: GPLC has a development department that tracks and analyzes donor information as well as data for various funders. The department has its own data tracking system but also utilize the student/volunteer database as needed. 
Student Orientation
GPLC instituted a 12-hour orientation class for its ESL students. During the 12 hours, the students complete intake and assessment, set goals, and learn about the program offerings, active learning, their test results, and their level. They create an action plan for study. 

GPLC is piloting the same orientation for its ABE/GED students in January 2008. Currently, the ABE/GED students attend a 1.5 hour orientation where they learn about GPLC’s programs, complete their intake forms, create writing sample, and do the TABE locator. After that, they meet with an area coordinator for a one-to-one assessment session where they complete their testing and goal setting.

 

Data Management Teams and Their Processes

Area coordinators collect monthly attendance data from volunteers and students. Volunteers report their data on an agency report form through hard copy, e-mail, or by leaving a phone message. GPLC stresses the importance of data in its volunteer training and makes reporting non-negotiable. GPLC notes that data is tied to funding and will withold things if volunteers don’t report their hours. GPLC will sometimes contact the students if the volunteer is not reporting. The area coordinators compile the data and submit it to the data manager by the 15th of the month. Coordinators do intake and assessments with students throughout the month, then give the files to GPLC’s education specialists for individual education plans. The specialists give the file to the data manager for input into the tracking system. As a double check, assessment data is also tracked on the area coordinators' spreadsheets. Each month, area coordinators match their data to the agency to ensure that data is correct. 

Since 2002, area coordinators submit a monthly report to Lori Keefer, the program director. The reports include data on assessments, goals, educational gains, and attendance. The reports are discussed monthly at the coordinator meetings to be sure the agency is on track for achieving state standards. The program director and coordinators look for trends in the data for each area and also for the agency as a whole. A composite report is also shared at monthly staff meetings so the entire agency is aware of GPLC’s aggregate performance against standards throughout the year. GPLC shares its data with the board on a bi-monthly basis. 

GPLC has a Program Improvement Team (PIT) that meets monthly for an hour-and-a-half. The PIT is made up of representatives from different parts of the staff. It changes every year. The director and the associate director are always on the team; others usually include one of the specialists, a couple of coordinators, the development director, the training coordinator, an outreach person, an instructor, and more. The PIT tackles burning issues or concerns. GPLC also uses the second staff meeting of the month as an extension of the PIT so that all staff can have input on big issues.
Examples of Data Analysis for Program Decision-Making


Example One: Reducing the Student Waiting List

Analyze data and practice. Every month, GPLC produces a report of active, waiting, and inactive students in each area office. GPLC noticed that the waiting list of students continued to increase each month. The agency looked at the student numbers in each of the area offices and as a whole, then compared the data with that of volunteers who had been trained each quarter and placed in each area. Additionally, GPLC considered the total number of inquiries (student and volunteer) to see trends in recruitment. While the number of volunteers was holding steady, the number of students was increasing.

Identify new practices/procedures. The program improvement team met, analyzed the data, and brainstormed solutions. GPLC then discussed the problem at a staff meeting, noting that students were only being offered tutoring in one-to-one or instruction in small group settings. GPLC had a few instructor-led classes that were also an option, but these were limited. 

Develop a plan. The first suggested change was to talk more about group instruction rather than one-to-one tutoring in both volunteer training and in student orientations. GPLC tracked the number of groups that were meeting in each area and compiled a group report for the coordinators to share. The group report contained information about the level of the group, the days and times it was meeting, and the location. Coordinators could then share information and try to place students in existing groups when appropriate. 

GPLC developed the idea of offering mini-classes for students that could serve as a way to add intensity of instruction for students who wanted more hours and also for helping to reduce the waiting list by getting students into some type of service. They developed this idea through its participation in the ProLiteracy/UPS Increasing Intensity of Instruction pilot project and the ProLiteracy/Dollar General Waiting List Reduction project. Both projects allowed the program improvement team and the area coordinator team to collect and analyze data. In addition to offering more classroom-based instruction, GPLC continued to try to recruit more volunteers. 

Document new practices or procedures. GPLC tracked attendance hours in mini-classes, retention rates, and the number of students on the waiting list. They also started a new campaign—Recruit, Enroll, Retain—where staff document and share their efforts to recruit, enroll, and/or retain volunteers or students. 

Evaluate. The biggest measureable result has been that, while GPLC’s number of volunteers trained each year is steady or somewhat lower, the number of enrolled students has increased. The waiting list has decreased from an average of over 200 to just about 100. GPLC now offers mini-classes and drop-in centers that have steady attendance, and students are enrolling in multiple modes of instruction. Staff also became very enthusiastic about the project, and volunteered to teach mini-classes. 

Example Two: Student Orientation

Analyze data and practice. In a PIT meeting approximately one year ago, GPLC staff looked at year-end program data to examine the number of students enrolled during the year versus the number of students that entered the program and were tested. GPLC had not met its contracted enrollment number but had enough students enter the program to make the targeted number if they received 12 hours of instruction. Staff members were concerned that these students came to GPLC for help and were leaving without achieving a goal. 

GPLC had already begun to utilize mini-classes to reduce its waiting list but was still not serving some of the students. They had orientation sessions for new students where they receive information about its programs and the process of becoming a student. GPLC informally surveyed some of its students to get their reaction to the program offerings and the orientation and found that the students felt overwhelmed with information during the orientation. 

Identify new practices/procedures. GPLC decided to change its orientation and intake process to a 12-hour orientation class that would include the components of the current orientation, intake, and assessment, but would also focus more on active learning and teaching the student about how to be a successful student and a true partner in the learning process. 

Develop a plan. GPLC created curriculum for an 12-hour ESL orientation class and a curriculum for a 12-hour ABE/GED orientation class. The ESL class was been piloted with a group of eight students (six existing and two new). 

Document new practices or procedures. GPLC asked students to complete an evaluation at the end of each session. 

Evaluate. Students said that the new class was very informative and that the content was excellent. They appreciated having more time to learn about the importance of testing, monthly reporting, goal setting, mini-classes, and volunteering for GPLC and in the community. Students who had been through the old process and the new one preferred the new one by far. The students who were new to the process gave very positive feedback. 

Students were very excited about the upcoming mini-classes, and many of them signed up for several for the next quarter. Although the implementation of this project is still underway, preliminary results are very positive and students are becoming more invested in GPLC's programs and activities. GPLC also has improved its use of student focus groups (pilot testing) and collection of student opinions (surveys before designing curriculum and evaluations at the end of each session). The planning committees have worked together to utilize the responses of the students to develop and revise the curriculum. 

Skills for Data Analysis

GPLC has always been concious of data, and everyone at the agency is involved in data collection and management. Karen Mundie, GPLC’s associate director, says the agency has good data collectors and a good system for collecting data. They also maintain close ties with the State Department of Education, and its approach to data has to be different because of the state. Using an electronic data management systems has been a big help over the years. GPLC started with LitPro but switched to E-data for the state, but it’s not as flexible. 

GPLC can use data to look at trends or to study the effectiveness of particular issues. For example, Karen pulled a report of students who had more than 100 hours of instruction. From those students, the agency looked at how many were participating in more than one type of instruction to determine the effectiveness of intensity of instruction. The report showed that mini-courses were an effective way to increase hours without asking tutors to give more hours. 

GPLC’s recommendations for using data for making decisions:
· Do not wait until the state mandates changes. Sometimes data gets confusing with changes in state or federal requirements. However, GPLC doesn’t wait for that. Instead, they monitor trends and are usually a step ahead of the state. They describe it as pushing rather than being pulled.
· Communication is vital, and staff meetings are an important function of the agency. The first monthly staff meeting is used for announcements and the second for problem solving. GPLC sends out a monthly newsletter to staff, and if there’s a change coming, it is announced in the newsletter, making the staff members part of the process. GPLC also sends a quarterly newsletter to its volunteers and students and sends a monthly e-news electronic newsletter to all volunteers, staff, and students that have given e-mail addresses. 

· Make data “transparent and honest.”  The agency monitors its goals at program committee meetings and staff meetings. Because everyone is involved in reviewing data, there are no surprises, and no one gets blindsided. 

Creating a Culture of Accountability

Each year GPLC sets and monitors agency-wide goals, and area coordinators set site-specific goals. They reflect on those goals and progress towards meeting them during regular staff meetings. The entire agency participates in setting annual goals through a series of meetings in which they discuss what the agency has to do, along with what it needs or wants to do.
The process is:

1. Staff members set goals at a staff meeting.

2. The program committee reviews goals and makes changes as needed.

3. Goals are returned to staff to discuss at a second staff meeting.

4. The board of directors approve goals at the July meeting.

The monthly reports from the area coordinators help the agency identify problems and address them as needed. GPLC looks strategically at each student’s situation and uses the information to inform instruction. GPLC may suggest more TABE curriculum for the instructor, or work on test-taking skills with the students, especially GED students. One-to-one volunteers also want to know about a student’s test results, especially when the student doesn’t show improvement even though the student says he or she has improved. 

The area coordinators are responsible for collecting data from the instructors, and providing multiple ways of reporting helps. Some coordinators have contests or call volunteers if they don’t hear from them. 

According to Lori, the agency “lives by spreadsheet.”  They constantly review and use data. When talking with people, staff members will make notes. Most use Outlook Contacts for notes then cut and paste the information into the appropriate place. GPLC uses a contact log for every volunteer, which is useful if a student transfers to another area. 


Director: Lori Keefer


Type of program: Community-based organization (CBO)


Students served per year: 2,500


Types of students: 37% basic literacy, 57% ESL, 6% GED or pre-GED


FT paid instructors: 4; PT: 4


FT volunteers: 10; PT: 461


FT administrative staff: 23


Annual budget: $3.9 million


Website: www.gplc.org
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