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This paper suggests that there are advantages to using a forward tracking cohort for measuring performance that cannot be duplicated by exit cohorts no matter how configured.
Performance measures, among other things, can be used to measure and reflect how well an organization is achieving its mission, a targeted goal, or in the case of specific acts like Perkins, the purposes of a funding source.  To this end, the first step in establishing indicators in the continuous improvement model used by the Wisconsin Technical College System (WTCS) is to align measures with strategic directions.  This approach can incorporate the overarching expectations of the Perkins Act, namely to improve the quality of CTE programs as evidenced by the increase in the success of students who enroll in these career and technical education programs.
But timing is everything.  A measurement system that does not provide for intervention during the measurement period is less supportive of continuous improvement than one that does.  To this end, the WTCS state office developed a cohort system which would track ‘concentrators’ over the course of a three year period to determine their academic and technical course success, their graduation rate, and their placement rate.  The year the student meets the concentrator definition, they are placed in a cohort.  An individual student is only counted in one cohort which is the one for the year in which they meet the qualifying definition.  Currently this is 24 credits.  When a student has 24 credits they are placed in a cohort.  If that occurs in 2004, then they are in the 2004 cohort and tracked for three years.  The results at the end of year three are reported for the entire cohort.  

BENEFIT 1:  The up front identification of the students allows the technical colleges to actively intervene with those students who are in danger of failing; e.g.; if a student is having problems with their academic courses, the college can provide assistance to that student in a timely manner which will have a direct impact upon the indicator performance.  It also provides immediate feed-back to the colleges regarding changes they may need to make in their programs in order to structurally increase student success since they know immediately not only how many students are struggling, but why and in which programs or courses. 
BENEFIT 2:  A cohort established at the time the students meet the threshold definition for a concentrator gives all students an equal chance to be successful within the tracking period.  All of them are starting with the same number of credits.  This is not the case when measuring an exit group and then looking at which students meet a threshold level, as a student may have met the threshold from one to however many years in the past.  Many of the students identified with the threshold level of credits could not have been eligible to graduate or meet skill standard levels because they were not given a chance to be in the program long enough.  An entry cohort, on the other hand, takes into account the students who drop in and out of school during the period over which the cohort is followed.
BENEFIT 3:  Tracking a cohort of students for a period of years assures that the outcomes for these students better reflect a common educational experience.  These students have progressed through the system as a group.  This provides a level of confidence that the results are valid and not the result of random occurrence.  

BENEFIT 4:  The entry cohort method also has encouraged the WTCS colleges to write very precise improvement plans as they are living with the problems they need to deal with on a daily basis.  They can pinpoint specific areas for improvement. 
BENEFIT 5:  Perhaps the greatest advantage of the forward tracking cohort is it that higher education is familiar with it from IPEDS.  IPEDS requires postsecondary institutions to track students beginning at entry for one and a half times their program length to determine the graduation rate.  In the early days of Perkins III, it was suggested that postsecondary CTE should just use IPEDS data, but this idea was discarded for a variety of reasons.  For example, in Wisconsin, the WTCS colleges submit their IPEDS data directly to NCES and each college interprets the instructions as they deem appropriate (though they have begun working on agreeing to common interpretations).  Secondly, the WTCS state office had already piloted a similar cohort system under Perkins II which was built directly from the data reported, according to uniform definitions, to the state office by the colleges.  The greater problem is that there is no quality control across the gamut of reporting institutions – NCES generally accepts whatever data is submitted.  That being said, we still endorse IPEDS for reporting data by institution. 
BENEFIT 6:  Finally, when policy makers and researchers at the national level make reference to graduation rates, they are using IPEDS data as their data source, thus using the forward tracking cohort as their model.  It would be wise for Perkins to be speaking about a comparable graduation rate when we speak about Perkins performance.   Widely varying outcomes will allow for questioning of the validity of our data and at a minimum, put us in a defensive position.  
