Using the Quality Analysis Tool in 2002
Last year, all schools participating in the Quality Assurance Program tested a new software product, the Quality Analysis (QA) Tool.  This analytic tool compared “initial” to “paid on” transactions utilizing 1999-2000 QA Program software data.  Recall that this data was from a random sample of Title IV need-based recipients and that their FAFSA information was documented after they had received awards.  The second version of the QA Tool will allow you to analyze changes to ISIR information that occur during the fast approaching 2002-03 academic year.  For the first time, you will be able to analyze data as soon as you have completed aid packaging!  This will greatly speed up the application of what you learn by analysis of your data toward making further improvements in your verification process.    
This document lets you know how the QA Program plans to use the QA Tool in the coming year.  The document is organized by answering paraphrased versions of the most frequently asked questions posed to us by your colleagues during this fall’s Electronic Access Conferences or via email.   

When will the new version of the QA Tool be available?
Around the end of January, the new version of QA Tool will be available for downloading at the http://sfadownload.ed.gov website. 

The final round of software testing is complete.  All components of the software appear to be working properly.  However, delays in this year’s federal budget process have prevented the finalization of the Pell Grant award table for 2002-03.  Given the centrality of Pell grants to a number of reports available in the QA Tool, we have decided not to release the software until the final 2002-03 Pell award table is set and integrated into the software.  It will not take a great deal of programming effort to integrate any changes to the 2001-02 award table into the software once they are made.  We believe that this slight delay in the release of the software is preferable to the potential for confusion that would accompany releasing multiple versions of software.   

Will I have to draw a sample?
No, you will not have to draw a sample.  

Most QA Program schools are not being asked to draw a random sample during the 2002-03 award year.  Instead, schools will be using the QA Tool to analyze changes that occur to ISIR information during the normal application, packaging, verifying, and awarding process.  It is important to keep in mind, however, that without a sample, you will not know the accuracy of non-verified “paid on” values.  In other words, you will not know if you are overlooking or “missing” an error-prone population.  Schools will have to keep this in mind when analyzing their data.   
A small group of QA Program institutions will be participating in a pilot study to determine the feasibility of conducting a random sample and documenting FAFSA values prior to the disbursing of aid.  Non-pilot schools that wish to conduct a sample on their own should contact David Rhodes (drhodes@air.org) who will share copies of the instructions he is providing to the schools participating in the pilot study.  If sampling proves to be feasible in the pilot, it may become a program-wide requirement in future years, but the sampling will be completed prior to disbursement.           

What will we be able to analyze without sample data?
Schools will be able to analyze patterns to the changes in ISIR information resulting from verification and/or other sources.

Schools will be able to identify what types (if any) aid applicants their verification process currently “pester.”  That is, what types of students are you currently selecting for verification, that are unlikely to experience changes to EFC or Pell Awards?  The QA Tool will help you determine how you can streamline your verification procedures. You may be able to avoid “pestering” the applicants where verification did not result in a change to EFC.  Furthermore, the QA Tool will be able to forecast the impact of proposed streamlining in terms of potentially “missing” the applicants you are currently verifying who do have changes to EFC or Pell Awards.  

Schools will also be able to examine changes made to FAFSA information outside of their verification process.  That is, what types of students are the most likely to make changes to FAFSA information that increases or decreases their eligibility for Title IV aid? The answer to this question could provide hints as to whom your verification process may be “missing” or identify types of applicants who should perhaps be excluded from verification due to high rates of “self-correction.”   

What do we have to do right away?
Collect and maintain data in a format (ISIR records or EDexpress) that can be imported into the QA Tool.

As the QA Tool analyzes changes in ISIR information, schools will have to wait in order to allow time for subsequent changes to be reflected in the ISIR records received from the CPS.  During this spring and summer, schools will focus mainly on gathering and maintaining the ISIR information they wish to analyze next fall after the initial disbursements of aid.  Analysis will also be possible this spring and summer.  A school can begin analyzing their data as soon as the ISIR records in question reasonably resemble their final form.  The month that this occurs will vary from campus to campus, depending on how aid applications are processed. 

What data should we collect and how much is enough? 
You should collect information capable of addressing the questions you wish to ask in your analysis.  Maintaining data from all your applicants will provide the most flexibility in terms of what you are able to analyze later on.  Schools have the option of requesting a year to date file from the central processor after their disbursement of aid in the fall to help insure they import the correct “paid on” transactions into the QA Tool for analysis. 
However, if you know right now that you want to concentrate this year’s analysis on a subset of your student body, it is perfectly OK to only collect and maintain the appropriate subset of ISIR records.  For example, first year students, returning students, independent students with dependents other than a spouse, or other specific subset of applicants might warrant a concentrated analysis effort.  You might also want to concentrate only on the applicants you currently select for verification.  You might want to limit this verification focus further to a specific component of your verification profile.  For example you could limit analysis to a cases that meet one condition of your verification criteria such as estimated tax filers, unusually high taxes in light of income level, etc.  
As a general rule of thumb you will need at least 300 cases in your database to support useful analysis.  The actual number depends on what data element(s) you wish to analyze and how small of differences between groups you want to be able to detect.  Without getting into a statistics lecture, suffice it to say that the more cases you have the more detailed your analysis can be.  Remember you do not need to do anything special with the cases you will be using in the new QA Tool other than maintain their ISIR information in a format that can be read by the software (ISIR files or EDexpress). This said large schools may want to limit their analysis to no more then a few thousand randomly sampled cases in order to reduce the time it takes for the software to generate reports.  The report processing time is the only downside to having too many cases. 
What do we have to do later?
Analyze your data, provide the QA Program with your verification profiles, and evaluate the new QA Tool. 
You will be expected to use the QA Tool to analyze your data.  We will provide guidance on how to begin your analysis in Baltimore during our QA Program / Ex Site conference March 4 and 5.  Our operating partner, the American Institutes for Research, will also be providing analysis “recipes” this spring.  These templates will provide detailed instructions on how to set up specific reports and interpret the results.  
Student Financial Assistance (SFA) is eager to learn more about QA Program Institution verification processes in order to inform their ongoing overhaul of the Secretary’s edits.  In order to better inform the department of what QA schools “do” in terms of their verification, we will be asking every QA Program participant to enter their verification parameters into the QA Tool using a new feature of the software.  .  This function allows schools to use a query like interface to indicate which cases would typically be subjected to institutional verification.  This interface will allow you to set your verification “flags” in the database by applying multiple logical conditions.  Later this spring we will be asking QA schools to share these parameters for program-wide analysis. 
In addition to using the QA Tool to analyze changes in their ISIR record, we will be asking all QA Program schools to evaluate the software.  We will ask for written blunt assessment of three specific areas.  First, we will ask for feedback on the general usability of the QA Tool.  That is, how easy was it to download, install, set-up, import data, set up queries, and select fields for display in reports.  Second, we will ask for an evaluation of the automated institutional verification flag generator that has been added to this version of tool.  Institutions are asked to assess how well the current version is able to measure what they do.  Specifically we want to identify any verification procedures that schools use that cannot be captured by this flag setting process.  Finally we would like feedback on the usefulness of reports, including suggestions on how to modify existing reports or ideas for new reports.  Such feedback is vital to our continuing to improve the QA Tool in the future.

Further Questions
We hope that you are excited as we are about the coming year.  For the first time the QA Program is able to support “real-time” analysis of an award year’s data.  We hope that we have answered all of your questions about using the QA Tool in the upcoming year.  If not, please do not be shy about raising your questions on the QA-Team listserve or by calling your regional QA Representative.

