
 

 

 

	 	 	 	

	

Tackling America’s Education Challenges Requires Clear, Consistent Data 

Voices from the Field 

WICHE’s Multi-State Longitudinal Data Exchange 
Background. The Western Interstate Commission for Higher Education (WICHE) is a regional organization created to promote 
access to high-quality higher education for citizens of the West. With the support of the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, WICHE is 
developing a pilot multi-state longitudinal data exchange with four of its member states – Hawaii, Idaho, Oregon and Washington. 
The overarching goal of this initiative is to create a data exchange that supports human capital development by addressing critical ques-
tions related to education and the workforce that span K12 and postsecondary levels and cross both institution and state lines, while 
also including information about workforce outcomes. Specifically, the pilot project seeks to develop a governance structure and begin 
exchanging data among the pilot states. 

Using Data to Support Human Capital 
Development. The demands of our globalized knowl-
edge economy require understanding of the outcomes of our 
nation’s educational system and the distribution of skills and 
abilities throughout our population. This need has fueled interest 
in building longitudinal data systems that can follow students’ 
progress throughout their educational careers. As states and 
institutions of higher education work in earnest to develop these 
systems, there is a risk of creating a collection of systems that do 
not align within or across sectors and state borders. Prior to the 
introduction of the Common Education Data Standards (CEDS), 
WICHE embarked on the development of a multi-sector, multi-
state resource to pilot the exchange of data that would ultimately 
support the development of human capital. The goal is to support 
better understanding of how state workforce needs are met 
through a combination of education, skill-building and mobility 
without allowing state borders to constrain the data available to 
gain a more comprehensive view. 

Answering Questions That Matter.  The multi-
state longitudinal data exchange re-imagines a data system that 
is linked together across state lines and K12 education, postsec-
ondary education and the workforce to provide information that 
answer policy and practice questions. This integrated data system 

will ultimately be able to better answer questions within and 
across sectors and states to give a more robust understanding of 
our nation’s educational system and its connection to the work-
force and our broader economy.  

Within individual sectors, the multi-state longitudinal data 
exchange can ultimately provide information to inform important 
decision-making, such as: 

•	 K12: Information about college performance and workforce 
outcomes can inform development of K12 curriculum and 
college and career preparedness. 

•	 Postsecondary: Information about job placement and earn-
ings can inform the effectiveness of postsecondary programs 
and course offerings as well as instruction and the alignment 
of postsecondary programs and current and future workforce 
requirements. 

•	 Workforce: Understanding prior training at the K12 and 
postsecondary levels can support identification of skill gaps 
and equity gaps within certain populations and job catego-
ries. Additionally, it would be helpful to know how incumbent 
workers access formal education programs to get ahead and 
advance their careers. 

Based on interviews with 

Brian T. Prescott, Ph.D., Director of Policy Research, Policy Analysis and Research, 
Western Interstate Commission for Higher Education and 

Melissa Beard, Senior Forecast Analyst, Office of Financial Management-Forecasting, 
Education Research and Data Center, Seattle, Washington 



 

 
 

 

 

The multi-state longitudinal data exchange can also answer 
broader questions that require data from across sectors and 
states. Examples of how this work will be beneficial to all include: 

•	 Understanding skills development through education and 
training of various populations within a state. 

•	 Identifying gaps in education of various demographic and 
socio-economic groups. 

•	 Insight into education and employment across state lines given 
the significant rate of mobility in the United States. 

•	 This pilot project can look at emerging patterns throughout 
education sectors and the workforce, begin to answer some 
cross-sector and state questions and also begin to reveal the 
extent to which regional data can enhance what individual 
states can learn from their own data alone. The pilot project is 
aimed at giving states additional knowledge that may lessen 
uncertainty about outcomes of their own students with whom 
they lose contact as they become increasingly mobile. 

Governance. Governance for WICHE’s multi-state longi-
tudinal data exchange is critical to this four-state pilot’s ability 
to develop and succeed over the long term, but questions of 
governance also pose a significant level of complexity. Layered 
underneath the complexity of states working together is the issue 
that many within each individual state’s education and work-
force sectors do not have a history of working together. WICHE 
has put extensive emphasis on building trust and understanding 
among those involved in the pilot project. All entities involved 
need to have a voice and to understand the value of their partici-
pation in the exchange for their own efforts. No one entity can 
compel multiple states’ relevant agencies to sustain their involve-
ment, so it is important that all involved see the value of partici-
pating. Individual states are also working to bring all necessary 
stakeholders together to support the work that needs to be done 
within and across state lines (see sidebar on Washington State). 

Washington State 

Washington State joined WICHE’s multi-state data exchange system pilot after some initial “homework” 
and continues to work within their state while participating in this regional effort.  

The State’s Education Research and Data Center (ERDC) was charged by the Legislature with crafting a list 
of critical questions necessary to support a P20 system; questions that required data from multiple agencies. 
Beginning to address this list of questions required that agencies representing different sectors and levels 
come together, so ERDC reached out to the Department of Early Learning; the Office of the Superintendent 
of Public Instruction (K12); the State Board for Community and Technical Colleges; the State’s four-year 
institutions of higher education; and the Employment Security Department. These stakeholders are 
working together to develop a governance system, memorandum of understanding and rules for how 
data will be used. 

Washington’s work with the WICHE project provides important networking opportunities with peers who 
are also developing P20 systems – e.g. Washington is working with Oregon to learn about electronic 
transcript exchange. Additionally, some of Washington’s critical questions will ultimately be answered more 
fully with cross-state data – e.g. Students who left Washington before graduating may have completed their 
education in another state. Similarly, students who do not show up as having gone on to postsecondary 
education or entered the workforce may have crossed state lines to do both. 

Washington’s efforts within and across education and workforce sectors and levels as well as across 
state lines suggest the complexity of this work as well as the possibility for a robust human capital develop-
ment data system. 



 
 

        
       

         
      
       

       
     

 

An Opportunity for Common Education 
Data Standards. Ultimately, a multi-state data exchange 
system would have a diverse and robust collection of data avail-
able for exchange, but as a pilot project working across multiple 
sectors and states, the initial group of data elements to be worked 
with is relatively small and foundational in nature. This provides 
an opportunity for the pilot project to utilize CEDS as a starting 
point for what elements to exchange once the project settles 
on a structure and a set of agreements for exchanging data; 
what data are exchanged in this effort can potentially grow 
alongside CEDS. 

Conclusion. WICHE’s multi-state data exchange system is 
a pilot project that is working to set the stage for a system that 
allows multiple sectors and states to answer critical questions 
related to education and the workforce. The goal of this pilot is to 
take a much broader and deeper view of information exchange 
to support a human capital development data system. 

The CEDS Initiative is made up of stakeholders from all levels 
and sectors of education in a collaborative effort to develop the 
Common Education Data Standards. The initiative consists of a 
two-pronged approach: 

•	� The CEDS Stakeholder Group is coordinated by National 
Center for Education Statistics (NCES) and is responsible 
for prioritizing the scope of the CEDS based on community 
feedback, reviewing existing data definitions and standards, 
developing new data definitions and standards when neces-
sary, publishing draft CEDS elements for comment, incorpo-
rating comments and finalizing each version. 

•	� The CEDS Consortium, facilitated by the Council of Chief 
State School Officers (CCSSO) and the State Higher 
Education Executive Officers (SHEEO), participates in the 
development of the standards and is responsible for their 
advocacy, communication, adoption and implementa-
tion. The Consortium is comprised of representatives from 
CCSSO, SHEEO, Data Quality Campaign (DQC), SIF 
Association, Postsecondary Electronic Standards Council 
(PESC), the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation and the U.S. 
Department of Education (ex officio). 

The Common Education Data Standards (CEDS) Initiative, a coalition of education stakeholders, is working together in a collaborative 
effort with the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) to ensure that common definitions of key data elements become 
commonly and voluntarily adopted and widely used within and across K12 and postsecondary sectors. CEDS will increase the ability 
to share and compare data consistently, allowing more informed decision-making at all levels and better educational outcomes for all 
students through early childhood, K12, postsecondary completion, and the workforce. 

commoneddatastandards.org 


