
 
 
 
June 29, 2021 
 
 
The Hon. Phil Mendelson, Chairman 
Council of the District of Columbia 
1350 Pennsylvania Avenue, N.W. 
Washington, DC 20004 
 
Dear Chairman Mendelson and Councilmembers: 
 
I write regarding the budget recommendations included in the Council-mandated education data audit, 
Managing What Matters: More and Better Data Needed to Improve D.C. Schools and to correct 
additional and repeated misstatements in the Office of the State Superintendent of Education’s 
Supplemental Responses Fiscal Year 2022 Budget Oversight that was circulated on June 25, 2021.  
 
The audit recommended purchase of a state-level Student Information System to assist OSSE in 
completing the work of a statewide longitudinal data system. The Office of the D.C. Auditor (ODCA) 
previously shared a draft budget amendment to this end. In response to Council inquiries we also 
provided draft Budget Support Act language to require a plan for the collection of course information and 
to create an Early Warning System, an initiative originally authorized by the Council in 2012.  
 
Attached is an annotated version of the OSSE submission and a brief summary of the major points 
follows.   
 
SLDS 
 
OSSE states that “OSSE has a statewide longitudinal data system (SLDS) consistent with the requirements 
in D.C. Code Section 38-2609.” The Code section written in 2007 requires a “data warehouse” and does 
not define an SLDS. That same year the U.S. Department of Education began providing SLDS grants to 
states and in the last 15 years the definitions of an SLDS have been developed and refined. The U.S. 
Department of Education defines a Student Longitudinal Data System as one that “collects and maintains 
detailed, high quality, student- and staff-level data that are linked across entities and over time, providing 
a complete academic and performance history for each student.”  
 
Of 18 required data elements the District fails to collect three (student courses, credits and grades; 
student-teacher linkages and information on student supports.) Another seven elements we collect only 
in part including on enrollment. The Council has requested enrollment counts at multiple times in the 
year. A fully-functioning SLDS has robust internal auditing functions and up-to-date entry and exit data 
for all students so that Council or others can know and use current District enrollment data across all 
LEAs, schools, student subgroups, and students at any time. Since the audit was released in March the 
Council has not required nor has OSSE provided a single example of longitudinal data use.  

 
Statewide Student Information System 
 
OSSE writes: “OSSE has a state SIS, eSchoolPlus, which is used by 17 LEAs [local education agencies] at 
this time.” With this statement OSSE acknowledges that we do not have a state-level Student Information 
System. By definition, a statewide SIS as recommended in the audit would be used by OSSE to receive, 
maintain, and use data from all of the District’s 68 Local Education Agencies. Not having a statewide SIS 

https://dcauditor.org/report/measuring-what-matters-more-and-better-data-needed-to-improve-d-c-public-schools/
https://nces.ed.gov/forum/ldsguide/book1/ch_2_1.asp
https://nces.ed.gov/forum/ldsguide/book1/ch_2_1.asp
https://nces.ed.gov/forum/ldsguide/book1/ch_2_1.asp


 

can be harmful to students as shown in the recent DCist article about high school senior Aaliyah Jones 
whose diploma was pulled back after graduation, in part because we have no system in which LEAs can 
easily transfer student records to one another in real time, one function of a statewide SIS. 
 
Coursework Collection 

On collecting coursework data, OSSE states, "The next meaningful improvement that we will make is the 
creation of a course coding system, which if successful, will allow OSSE to increase its data collection and 
reporting efforts, but may not be applicable to all secondary courses across the District.” Spending time 
and resources to develop the District’s own system would put OSSE out of step with other states and 
federal recommendations. The National Forum on Education Statistics developed a course coding system 
now in use in a majority of states. Other states have typically taken one year to provide guidance to LEAs 
on coding courses using the School Courses for the Exchange of Data Classification System (SCED) which 
was designed by state and local leaders and could accommodate all secondary courses.  

Early Warning System 
 
A D.C. student Early Warning System (EWS) was authorized by the Council in Bill 19-648, “Raising the 
Expectations for Education Outcomes Omnibus Act of 2012.” OSSE nevertheless writes that the agency 
“has not indicated that it will develop a state-level early warning system.” Today the District’s public 
schools hold back 18% of ninth graders, a circumstance other urban systems addressed successfully with 
systems to identify students who may be at risk of failure in time to provide additional individually-
targeted supports. Multiple studies have shown the effectiveness of an EWS for preventing dropout and 
increasing student success. Statistical models predicting individual student success in DC can only make 
robust predictions if they are informed by citywide student data. In a system with the level of student 
mobility experienced in the District, efforts at the individual school level, while laudable, are simply not 
adequate to identify all of our students in need.  

I hope this information is useful to the Council as you seek to fulfill your responsibilities for oversight of 
education policy and practice in the District of Columbia. If you would like more information on these or 
other elements of the education data audit, please let me or ODCA Education Research Director Erin Roth 
(erin.roth@dc.gov) know.  
 
Thank you.  
 
Sincerely yours, 

 

 
Kathleen Patterson 
District of Columbia Auditor 
 
cc: Councilmembers 
 Officers of the Council 
 
Attachment  

https://dcist.com/story/21/05/24/dcps-haphazard-recordkeeping-transcripts-delay/
https://nces.ed.gov/forum/pub_2014802.asp
mailto:erin.roth@dc.gov


The following slides show annotated responses to 
OSSE’s “Supplemental Responses Fiscal Year 2022 
Budget Oversight” document submitted to the 
Committee of the Whole, including annotations of 
pages five through eight using screenshots of the 
responses. 



DC Code 38-2609 does not require an SLDS, it requires 
a "data warehouse." These are not the same thing. 
Further, OSSE staff shared multiple times during audit 
interviews that the agency does not have a "data 
warehouse." 

The audit shows in detail that OSSEs attendance and 
discipline data collections are invalid. OSSE maintains 
different values for public charter school attendance, 
and it is unclear which is accurate. In addition, public 
charter schools submitted different discipline data to 
the federal government than to OSSE and it is unclear 
which is accurate. Further, OSSE collects but does not 
use or report on postsecondary persistence or 
graduation. 

If OSSE had sufficient data quality and governance 
protocols in place they would not have two major 
invalid data collections. OSSE still does not have data 
stewards for all data elements, one of the most 
foundational data governance strategies outlined by 
the Department of Education in multiple technical 
assistance documents in addition to many other 
missing data governance products, responsibilities, and 
documentation. 

OSSE data is not linked over time. The files ODCA 
received had to be significantly cleaned and linked and 
there was no evidence of any longitudinal links. 
Further, the audit read every single public report in the 
audit scope (2013-2019), and beyond through 2020 
and did not find a single instance of longitudinal data 
use further cementing that these data are not linked 

over time. 

LEAs have expressed great interest in the data 
capacities not available in DC but available in other 
states and described in the audit. OSSE currently only 
shows them data they already have available and 
submitted themselves to OSSE. 

ODCA did not suggest that a statewide student 
information system is a panacea to the audit findings, 
however, it is the most efficient and effective path 
forward. 



This is incorrect. OSSE describes here a student 
information system used by local education agencies, 
provided by the state. This is not a statewide student 
information system (Statewide SIS or SSIS). A statewide 
SIS is for use by OSSE, not LEAs. The audit provided 
detailed evidence of flaws and risks in OSSEs data 
system, not LEAs, and the recommendations are for 
OSSE. A statewide SIS would provide urgently needed 
functionality including real time data sharing between 
LEAs and OSSE and real time sharing of student records 
between LEAs as well. Currently OSSE uses an ad hoc, 
created “automated data transfer system” for sharing 
some data between LEAs and OSSE. The audit provides 
detail on the problems with using a system without 
needed controls and only for some data and not others. 
This ad hoc, open system has produced the invalid data 
collections OSSE currently has. 

Again, a statewide SIS is for use by OSSE not LEAs. The 
audit findings and recommendations all pertain to OSSE 
systems and practices not LEAs. Statewide SIS's are 
now quite advanced and do not require that LEAs use a 
specific SIS on their end. 

The audit shows in detail that OSSE’s data are not 
reliable or valid. 



The National Forum on Education Statistics has already 
created a coding system used in the majority of other 
states (SCED). It is inefficient and risky to waste local 
effort and funds creating something that national, 
state, and local experts have already created, used, and 
improved, and shared with all states and districts for 
free. There is no reason why using an already created 
system that has been successful in many other states 
would not be successful in the District. 
https://nces.ed.gov/forum/sced.asp

Other states which have implemented SCED codes, like 
Rhode Island, budgeted for about 1.5M in expenditures 
for a complete course coding and collection system in 
their 2009 federal SLDS grant application. RI has a 
comparable number of LEAs, schools, and students to 
DC.  The RI FY09 SLDS Grant Project Application can be 
found here on their state grantee page of the NCES 
SLDS program website.

Proposed budget details on page 42 of the full scanned 
pdf of the different project application components:
Initiative 2A-2B: 
Uniform Course Classification System/e-Transcripts
$1,477,700

Proposed work described for that Outcome 2 begins on 
page 23. Detailed work proposed, is on pages 26-29.

These statements reflect a misunderstanding of the 
substance and goal of course codes. Course codes are 
completely unrelated to instructional decisions. States 
with many more LEAs, schools, students, and courses 
than DC use SCED course codes. They simply provide a 
method to code each course. 5-digit SCED codes 
provide a course subject and number and 12-digit SCED 
codes provide more information like course sequence 
and Carnegie units. 

Student courses, credits, and grades continue to be 
shown to be more predictive of student success than 
standardized test scores. The District will be left 
without this critical information again according to this 
budget proposal. Meanwhile, other states are planning 
for learning recovery and needed resources using 
information about credit and grades for all secondary 
students in the state. 

A complete student course collection is often leveraged 
in other states to provide a method to link secondary 
students to their teachers of record. Often student -
teacher linkages are planned and implemented 
alongside a full and complete student course collection, 
which is not reflected here in OSSE's proposal. 

https://nces.ed.gov/forum/sced.asp
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/slds/state.asp?stateabbr=RI%3chttps://nam04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fnces.ed.gov%2Fprograms%2Fslds%2Fstate.asp%3Fstateabbr%3DRI&data=04%7C01%7Cdjcratty%40dataethics.net%7C6b1acbcb52ec44c2a2d308d9256b82d5%7C52f7aa728e96432cb1a6ef36c938db44%7C0%7C0%7C637581965967532921%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=Ht%2B%2FzXM8ZnFd1dzxFRK5il3nm9lkHlrbGRY75ZixRwk%3D&reserved=0%3e


The National Forum on Education Statistics has already 
created substantial documentation and assistance 
around data standards, including CEDS, the Common 
Educational Data Standards. There is no reason to 
create data standards unique to the District, in fact, this 
will mean that they are unlikely to align to national 
standards. 
https://ceds.ed.gov/

System integration and master data management is a 
benefit of a statewide SIS and most efficiently achieved 
through this pathway. 

https://ceds.ed.gov/


Two core components of an SLDS that directly inform 
and relate to all infrastructure investments and 
decision-making are data governance and stakeholder 
engagement. The data audit describes these 
components and their importance in detail. Notably, 
governance and engagement are both related to the 
sustainability of data infrastructure investments. OSSEs 
proposal here does not reflect data infrastructure or 
engagement work that aligns with these principles. 



Here are some of the many examples of benefits and best 
practices in Early Warning Systems. Other states and 
districts are currently leveraging these systems for urgently 
needed learning recovery including awarded federal grant 
opportunities to use longitudinal data in support of 
recovery. The district examples shown here are only possible 
because of state level investments. EWSs require student 
data across the state to be effective tools for LEAs and 
schools, especially in DC with high mobility across LEAs.
• Forum EWS Guide containing case studies from multiple 

states and districts. 
• Early Warning Systems Tools and Resources from the 

Everyone Graduates Center, Johns Hopkins University’s 
School of Education

• What Works Clearinghouse, Preventing Dropout in 
Secondary Schools Educators Practice Guide

• A practitioner’s guide to implementing Early Warning 
Systems: Education Northwest – Northwest Regional 
Educational Laboratory (REL)

• Institute of Education Sciences (IES)- Early Warning 
Systems Summary

• USED OPEPD PPSS September 2016, Issue Brief: Early 
Warning Systems. 

• National Association of Secondary School Principals 
(NASSP) December 3, 2020, Heeding Early Warning Signs 
to Keep Students on Track for Graduation.

• This article summarizes the emerging research and 
practice examining the development, use, and conditions 
influencing the use of early warning indicators from the 
Chicago Consortium on School Research (CCSR). Also
from CCSR, a new early-warning indicator for elementary 
schools. 

• Chicago Public Schools, Sept 2020, Mayor Lightfoot and 
Chicago Public Schools Announce Record-High 
Graduation Rate. Record High Graduation Rate of 82.5% 
Driven by Academic Progress by Latinx Students; District 
Implements Changes to Calculation Based on Principal 
Feedback to Ensure Greater Accuracy

The description OSSE provides here shows a lack of understanding of a key support for LEAs, schools, and students in the 
District. First, Early Warning System models do not just use student's history to predict future outcomes, this is not 
possible. They also require using longitudinal, district-wide data on all student pathways in the District. 
Second, the statistical model is just one piece of the system. A full system requires significant stakeholder engagement, 
local LEA and school customization of both the model and potential targeted resources, training, support, and professional 
development. Third, interventions are not typically required. Instead, LEAs and schools select and customize their 
responses and targeted supports to student need, supported by evidence of need identified in the model and resources 
available across the District. Fourth, an Early Warning System can predict any outcome, not just drop out or 
disengagement. LEAs and schools may decide from a variety of relevant student outcomes and choose one or many in 
collaboration with the SEA such as, retention, postsecondary enrollment, disengagement or others. LEAs may also build on 
the state model. OSSEs new proposed analysis on predicted postsecondary disengagement is an EWS with a different 
outcome. These confusing and contradictory statements show a misunderstanding of what Early Warning Systems are at a 
critical time to support students most in need in the District. 

https://ies.ed.gov/ncer/projects/program.asp?ProgID=112
https://nces.ed.gov/pubsearch/pubsinfo.asp?pubid=NFES2019035
http://new.every1graduates.org/tools-and-models/early-warning-and-response-systems/
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/docs/practiceguide/wwc_dropout_092617.pdf
http://educationnorthwest.org/resources/practitioner-s-guide-implementing-early-warning-systems
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/pdf/EWSSummaries.pdf
https://www2.ed.gov/rschstat/eval/high-school/early-warning-systems-brief.pdf
https://www.nassp.org/2020/12/03/heeding-early-warning-signs-to-keep-students-on-track-for-graduation/
https://consortium.uchicago.edu/publications/early-warning-indicators-in-education
https://consortium.uchicago.edu/news-item/in-Chicago-a-new-early-warning-indicator-for-elementary-schools
https://www.cps.edu/press-releases/mayor-lightfoot-and-chicago-public-schools-announce-record-high-graduation-rate/



