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Model Program: 

Literacy Volunteers of Massachusetts 

Boston, Massachusetts

Mission: LVM promotes literacy skills that empower adults 

to realize their goals. 

Description

Since 1972, Literacy Volunteers of Massachusetts (LVM) has provided free, private, confidential, and individualized tutoring to adults in basic literacy and in English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) through the use of professionally trained and supported community volunteers. LVM serves adults whose skills are below the sixth-grade level, who are the most in need of instruction, and who cannot or will not attend traditional classroom instruction due to past failure, fear, or embarrassment. 

Located in Boston, LVM coordinates the efforts of 13 affiliate programs across the state and operates two direct service tutoring programs for Boston: LVM-Boston, which provides basic literacy services to greater Boston; and Project Lighthouse, which provides basic literacy and ESOL services to guests at selected Boston homeless shelters. LVM is responsible for data management for its affiliate programs, fulfilling all MA-DOE and National Reporting System (NRS) requirements and providing important information to LVM and the affiliates for program improvement and management. The support includes forms, reports, data verification and entry, data analysis, and training.
Student Intake

Each student meets with an LVM program staff member or specially trained intake volunteer for a private, one-to-one orientation that includes an interview and an assessment. The interview is an opportunity to discuss the student’s needs and goals, assess learning strengths, and get to know the student in order to make the best possible match. Information is collected on the student’s past educational experiences, reasons for choosing LVM, educational and personal goals, factors that might affect participation in the program and ways in which LVM could help mitigate those factors, demographic information, availability for tutoring, tutor preferences, and program policies regarding participation. Each affiliate program submits this information on a Student Background Information form, together with the assessment scores and goals, to the Boston office.  
Assessment

LVM programs use the BEST Plus for ESOL students, the TABE for basic literacy students with a 0-1.9 grade level equivalency (GLE), or the Massachusetts Adult Proficiency Test (MAPT) for basic literacy students with a 2.0 or higher GLE. The MAPT, developed by the MA-DOE and the University of Massachusetts at Amherst – Center for Educational Assessment, is a web-based adaptive assessment that is administered online via computer. 

All LVM students receive an initial assessment with the appropriate test instrument either at the intake interview or shortly thereafter, and they are post-tested after 30 hours of instruction. Affiliates report test scores and student attendance to the LVM data coordinator monthly; the coordinator enters the information into the database and issues monthly match attendance/goals and assessment reports to each affiliate. These reports provide continuous data to the affiliates so that they can: 

(1) identify tutor/student pairs with attendance problems and contact them; 
(2) recognize and congratulate tutor/student pairs where the student has demonstrated significant educational gain or achieved goals; 
(3) problem-solve with tutors/students if the student is not demonstrating progress or is having difficulty achieving goals; 
(4) problem-solve any tutor or student retention problems. 
Most importantly, the monthly reports produced for the affiliates minimize the time the staff members need to work with their data, freeing them to focus on providing resources and services to tutors and students. 

Data Collection and Management

Affiliates report monthly on a staggered basis. As data is received it is entered for each affiliate into a password-protected database on a server that is automatically backed up on tape each night. Another current back-up tape is kept off-site. The LVM database has full relational capabilities of MS Access and has coded the forms and reports using Visual Basic (VBA) programming. Begun in 2001, the database has evolved each year to meet ever-increasing federal and state data requirements. At present, data is stored in 41 joined tables (14 holding student and tutor data plus 27 lookup tables for the dropdown lists used during data entry). Information from their database is then entered into SMARTT, the database used by the Massachusetts Department of Education (MA-DOE).

Each affiliate submits the Student Background Forms by mail to the LVM data coordinator, preferably by certified mail. The data coordinator keeps the hard-copy data forms and reports in a secure area, as do the local affiliates. The student data submitted to the state is transmitted using a password-protected, encrypted MA-DOE database via the Internet. In order to allow MA-DOE to identify each student’s data, LVM provides a unique numerical identifier in lieu of personally identifiable information. All other uses of the data (e.g., reports to the LVM Board of Directors and statistics for grant proposals) involve only aggregate data. At the end of the fiscal year, the database is “rolled over” and archived. The current LVM database holds the background information on all LVM tutors and students since 2001 plus complete assessment data for students, although, of course, only data on current matches and those dissolved during this fiscal year are included in the fiscal year’s reports.

LVM attributes their success to the data coordinator who has invested much to take college courses in database management and VBA programming and dedicated herself tirelessly to evolve LVM’s Access database, meeting each new challenge on deadline.

Data Quality

While entering data into two separate databases is time-consuming and can make ensuring data accuracy more challenging, issues are mitigated by having a dedicated staff person (i.e., the data coordinator) who manages the data entry and reports. It is also important to have at least one other person who is trained in the systems as a back-up so the program is not paralyzed if the data coordinator leaves or is incapacitated.

The process for ensuring data accuracy includes manual data checking, compliance checks via the data fields themselves, and a system of reports that helps affiliates to double-check their past month’s data before they submit the next month. However, because LVM’s Access database does not have the same analysis filters as the MA-DOE database, it is not feasible to reconcile the two as a means of ensuring data accuracy.

Staff Training

When an affiliate hires a new staff member, the LVM executive director visits the site and personally trains the staff in the data management system, including policies and procedures and samples of forms and reports. Local affiliates are responsible for training and supervising any volunteers who may assist with data collection. Policy or procedural changes are introduced and thoroughly discussed at bimonthly LVM coordinators’ meetings and additional training is provided as needed. Both the executive director and the data coordinator maintain ongoing communication with affiliates via phone and email to answer questions and solve problems. 

Assessment administrators are certified according to the publishers’ requirements. BEST Plus certification includes attendance at a BEST Plus training conducted by MA-DOE certified BEST Plus trainers, administration of ten “practice” tests within a month of the training and periodic inter-rater reliability exercises to maintain scoring accuracy. TABE and MAPT certification is achieved by attending a TABE or MAPT training. 
Creating a Culture of Program Accountability

While the impetus for creating a data-driven environment may have started with the need to meet state requirements for funding, the benefits of the new culture are felt throughout the organization. Executive Director Roberta Soolman states, “I am ecstatic about the kind of data collection we have now. I have all the demographics, test data, and hours of attendance I need for proposals. I can talk about our program with real numbers.” The data also helps to identify needs within programs and to guide LVM on what funding to seek to improve those program components. In addition, proposals based on documented data tend to be more competitive.

Response from the tutors has also been positive. They like to be asked for information, to feel that someone is staying on top of things. And, perhaps surprising, even some of the students like taking the tests. Everyone wants some picture of their progress – milestones that can be counted as a learning goal. Committed to maintaining its focus as a student-centered program, LVM is currently working on how to convert test scores into meaningful information for tutors and students. 

Fast Facts





Director:       Roberta Soolman   


Setting:         Statewide


Community:  CBO


Students:       830


Instructors:    680  


Budget:         $550,000


Database:      in-house Access 


                      database, plus 


 	         state-mandated 


                     database                              


Assessment:  BEST Plus, 


                      TABE


                      MAPT 


PostTest:       30 hours


URL:             under 


                      construction 





“There is a luxury in just working with the data, not having to be a program manager, too. I can concentrate on data.”


                          -- Claire Palmer


                              Data Coordinator








Information collected for MA-DOE:  


native language


gender 


ethnicity 


country of birth


immigrant status


date of birth


last grade of school completed 


employment status 


specific occupation 


job type


any public assistance received 


homeless status 


ages and school status of any dependents 


possible status as a single parent/guardian 


disabilities/accommodations 


technology available to the student at home or outside the home


attendance hours


goals


assessment





This case study was produced as part of the 2006-2009 Dollar General/ProLiteracy Performance Accountability Initiative. The project was made possible through the support of the Dollar General Literacy Foundation. 








“Before [funding pitches] were all anecdotal – you don’t get that money anymore.  [Data is] great for selling your program to the public, and to donors of all kinds.”


                        --  Roberta Soolman


                            Executive Director
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