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Summary

To provide the information needed to help expand educational opportu-
nities and improve the quality of education from kindergarten through 
college, U.S. states are increasingly building robust student data sys-
tems. These systems are commonly termed “student unit record” (SUR) 
systems because they contain individual electronic records of each stu-
dent enrolled in an educational institution. SUR data systems permit 
the tracking of an individual student’s progress over time—from entry 
into elementary school to exit from college and eventually into the 
labor market. These data are vital to attempts to formulate policy and 
answer questions at the core of studies of educational effectiveness. 

Currently, 18 states are able to match individual student records 
between their K–12 and postsecondary education systems. Several 
other states are developing this capability. California, however, lags 
behind other states. Despite the California legislature’s clear intent that 
a longitudinal student data management system able to track students 
from elementary school through college be developed and maintained, 
the state is, at this time, neither planning nor implementing such a 
system. A K–20 SUR system would enable the state, education admin-
istrators, faculty, and the public to address questions that currently 
cannot be addressed with current data systems—questions such as how 
California’s students are progressing over time; how course articula-
tion between high school and college can be improved; how effective 
are programs to retain, prepare, and help students succeed in college; 
what classes of students may need special intervention and attention; 
and how well are students prepared to meet California’s future labor 
demands.
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At the request of The William and Flora Hewlett Foundation, the 
RAND Corporation undertook this study to identify the issues and 
challenges involved in developing an integrated K–20 SUR data system 
for California. To this end, we

reviewed and documented the characteristics of the SUR data 
systems currently in use or under development in all four seg-
ments of California education: K–12 public schools, community 
colleges, the California State University, and the University of 
California 
interviewed the administrators of SUR systems in California and 
other states 
reviewed the literature on longitudinal SUR systems and the 
experiences of various states with these systems 
interviewed key state-level stakeholders, leaders of education seg-
ments in California, and researchers.

California’s Current Student Data Systems

California currently has seven student data systems either in use or 
under development:

The California School Information System (CSIS), a mandated 
public K–12 system that contains limited enrollment and demo-
graphic data on all students and additional data on 60 percent of 
those students in districts participating voluntarily—currently in 
use
The California Longitudinal Pupil Achievement Data System 
(CALPADS), a mandated public K–12 system—under develop-
ment
One system for each of California’s three public higher-education 
segments, the community colleges, California State University, 
and the University of California—all currently in use
The California Post-Secondary Education Commission stu-
dent database, a partially integrated system that brings together 
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student-level data from all three higher education segments—cur-
rently in use
The California Partnership for Achieving Student Success (Cal-
PASS), a voluntary and regional system that fully integrates stu-
dent data from individual institutions in all four of California’s 
educational segments—currently in use and expanding.

Detailed information on each of the above student data systems is 
contained in Chapter Two.

Major Challenges and System Design Issues

These seven systems give California the embryonic architecture that 
would enable it to develop and maintain a comprehensive K–20 lon-
gitudinal SUR data system. The state also has the necessary technical 
expertise. Furthermore, our respondents indicated that there are no 
technological barriers to developing such a data system.

Still, a number of major challenges will have to be addressed 
before an integrated K–20 SUR system can become a reality in Cal-
ifornia. Each of the state’s four education segments has developed 
its own policies and administrative practices and all have developed 
strong separate cultures and identities as well as a protective mindset. A 
consensus among all stakeholders that building such a system is desir-
able in the first place will have to be developed. Beyond that point, 
it is also likely to be difficult to develop a consensus on the purpose 
of the system—who should hold decisionmaking authority over its 
development and maintenance, who should have access to it, and who 
should operate it—because this may require that the current overseers 
of the four education segments give up some decisionmaking author-
ity. Given California’s budget woes and its experience with cost over-
runs when developing some previous state data systems, providing the 
necessary funding may well prove to be a roadblock, even though the 
funds would be minimal compared with the billions spent on educa-
tion in the state.

•
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In addition, the state will need to gain a consensus among the four 
education segments and other stakeholders on various system design 
issues:

determining how comprehensive the system should be
standardizing data elements across segments
improving the quality of the data collected
selecting a common student identifier across segments
protecting student privacy. 

But as experience in other states bears witness, all of these design 
issues are solvable.

What Next for California?

Overcoming the interrelated challenges involved in developing an inte-
grated K–20 SUR data system in California, and eventually one even 
more comprehensive, may be a daunting task that could take several 
years. In our view, the state will need to take several steps to resolve 
these challenges:

1. Complete the Design and Implementation of CALPADS

The first step is to complete the design and implementation of CAL-
PADS. Much remains to be accomplished before the system is opera-
tional in 2009–10 as anticipated—including selecting a vendor, which 
is not expected until fall 2007, and providing the funding to build the 
capability of Local Education Agencies (LEAs) and schools to collect 
and transmit student data electronically. Funding for this purpose was 
deleted from the state’s 2007–08 budget.

2. Identify a Champion to Be an Advocate for a K–20 Data SUR

According to our California respondents, getting the process started 
will require an influential individual or group of individuals to perform 
several key functions:

•
•
•
•
•
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champion the development of an integrated K–20 SUR data 
system 
gather the necessary support from stakeholders and the public 
develop a consensus on the system’s governance and design 
sponsor the legislative action that would mandate and define its 
purpose and capabilities and identify its limitations. 

Potential candidates include the governor, a well-connected busi-
ness leader, or a legislator. Alternatively, a K–20 SUR could be champi-
oned by a commission that might include a representation of commit-
ted stakeholders and potential users. 

3. Obtain Legislative Authority

Even though new legislative action is not needed to develop and main-
tain a K–20 SUR data system, our California respondents agreed unan-
imously that such legislation would be required to enable the state to 
develop an integrated K–20 SUR system. Many of the issues involved 
in developing such a data system are so sensitive and important that 
they need to be aired, debated, and eventually resolved in an open 
public debate. Nor is it likely that the disparate views on governance 
of the data system (i.e., who holds decisionmaking authority and who 
owns the system and access to the data) could be resolved without leg-
islative authority. 

The California legislature would need to vet and address the fol-
lowing questions:

What purposes would a K–20 SUR data system primarily serve?
Who should have decisionmaking authority over the design of 
the system?
Who should operate the system and where should it be located?
Who should have access to the data it contains?
What common student identifier should be used?
What is the minimal content to include in the data file? 
What level of funding should be allocated to develop, maintain, 
and use the system?

•
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In this report, we have presented a number of possible answers 
to these questions—various options that the legislature may consider, 
some that would lead to a more comprehensive integrated K–20 system 
and some to a narrower set of linkable individual student databases. 

4. Build the K–20 Student Data System Incrementally

It will take several years to fully develop an integrated K–20 data system 
that has maximal utility for policy and administrative decisionmakers 
at the state as well as at the segmental and individual institution levels. 
Consequently, we recommend taking an incremental approach. A pos-
sible development sequence over a period of four to five years would 
be:

Integrate the four existing segmental data systems “as is.” Even 
this simple merger of the three current postsecondary student 
data files with CALPADS would provide useful and more accu-
rate information than is currently available on dropout and trans-
fer rates, student mobility, and educational progress.
Add data elements already being collected at the individual school 
and campus levels but not currently forwarded to the central stu-
dent database of each segment—such as individual courses and 
grades.
Link the K–20 student data file to other state and federal data 
systems—such as preschool, employment and wage, welfare, 
foster care, corrections, military, and private university.
Add data elements not currently being collected by one or more  
the segments—but only if deemed desirable and cost-effective 
after several years of experience using the data system and after 
the three steps just outlined have been implemented.

Overall, California should take a long-term perspective toward 
improving the quality and standardization of the data that schools and 
campuses collect. In the short term, those responsible for collecting 
and entering data should receive training to ensure that they use appro-
priate quality control and privacy protection practices. But experience 
suggests that such training will go only so far and that the quality 

•
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of the data will improve primarily through use and user feedback to 
schools and campuses. 

5. Develop an “Objective” Analytical Capability and Expertise

To make maximum use of the integrated K–20 student data and effec-
tively respond to the needs of individual schools, colleges, universities, 
and state officials, California will need to take one last step: An analyti-
cal capability, adequately funded, should be developed either within 
or independent of the organization operating the K–20 data system. 
Not only will this capability enable those assigned this responsibility 
to develop the information required for policymaking, it would also 
address one of the principal concerns of our respondents in the state’s 
higher education segments—that their data might be misinterpreted 
either because users are unfamiliar with how a segment operates or 
because the segment has made administrative or policy changes. With 
an experienced analytical team, the frequency of such problems would 
be significantly reduced.

Experience with the use of SUR data systems in California and 
other states suggests that ten to 20 analysts might be required to pro-
vide the level of capability and expertise required. 
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