FERPA Compliant School Survey Design 

Colorado Immunization Program 

Background:  In 2004 the Colorado Immunization Program (CIP) collaborated with the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) to pilot a new methodology to measure school vaccination coverage.  In previous years, each school in Colorado was required to self-report the number of students up to date or exempting from the vaccinations required by the Colorado Board of Health.  With the new method, the school immunization records from a sample of students were reviewed and the following information collected:  1) the vaccine and administration date, 2) the vaccine exempted and type of exemption claimed (philosophical/personal, medical, or religious), 3) and the student’s date of birth.  For the 2004-2005 school year, our program concurrently collected data using both methods.  The results were published in the article, Assessment of Kindergarten Immunization Rates in Colorado: School Self-Reports vs. Health Department Audits, 2004-2005 in the July/August 2007 issue of Public Health Reports.  The self-reported data overestimated the vaccination status of kindergartners by more than 10% (89.4% vs. 73.6%).  This was definitive evidence that the new methodology of sampling and reviewing student immunization records provides a more accurate and valid measure of vaccination coverage and exemption rates at school entry.  

With the approval of the FERPA rule changes in December 2008, a student’s date of birth became protected as personally identifiable information (PII).  This led to CIP voluntarily suspending our school immunization survey.  CIP consulted with the Colorado Department of Education to explore options to continue the survey, but since Colorado is a home ruled state, CIP would have had to negotiate agreements with each of the 178 school districts to allow us to review records and collect a student’s date of birth.  

Innovation:  Colorado was awarded an American Reinvestment and Recovery (ARRA) grant to develop and implement a new school survey methodology.   CIP’s goal was to design a FERPA compliant study that would still provide the level of detail to assess the immunization status of each student.  Our innovative study design does not require the student’s date of birth, but collects the number of days between a student’s date of birth and the immunization administration dates.  We can readily assess up to date status looking at the intervals between immunizations.  

The 2008 FERPA rule changes also prevent public health agency staff from reviewing school immunization records. With our new methodology we partner with school staff, usually the school nurse, to identify the student or students selected at their school and to submit their immunization information.  Initially, schools were concerned about the time it would take for their staff to attend training and complete the survey.  CIP has made every effort to minimize the time commitment by schools.  A twenty minute training was offered via webinar at a variety of days and times, or the participants could watch a recorded webinar at a time that best suited them.  To streamline and facilitate data submission, CIP implemented a web application that allowed the school to enter the student’s date of birth, shot dates and exemptions directly off the student’s record.  The web application calculates and submits only the number of days between the date of birth and the administration dates without ever storing or saving any PII.  Also, the new methodology does not require any new analysis tools.  Colorado was able to use an existing SAS program and CoCASA to assess immunization status by using Excel to convert the number of days back into dates by using a dummy student date of birth.  

Effectiveness:  Using the new methodology, Colorado was able to submit their 2010 school immunization coverage data to the CDC for the first time since the 2008-2009 school year.  Colorado’s Department of Education (CDE) supported our study design and posted guidance on their website that our new methodology was FERPA compliant.  School staff that participated in the school survey were invited to provide feedback about their experience with the school survey process.  On average, it took less than 20 minutes to select and submit the information for each student.   We had a 100% participation rate with over 90% of school staff reporting that they were satisfied or very satisfied with the survey process.  We are conducting this survey again for the 2011-2012 school year.  We used feedback from the participants to further streamline the web application and are offering additional training methods this year including a computer based training and a written manual.  We are also adding a small incentive, a $10 gift card, for the school staff completing the survey.  Because of the success of our first year and the high level of acceptance by schools, we are considering reaching out to CDE and our school community to see if there is support to expand the survey to middle schools in future years.  

Potential for Replication:   Other grantees experiencing challenges in accessing school immunization records due to FERPA could readily modify their processes to use the new methodology.   The major change with the new survey is collecting the interval between the between the date of birth and the immunization administration date.  CIP developed a web application to facilitate collecting the intervals that it is willing to share with other grantees, but it would require additional IT support to customize for their program.  There are other options available for schools to calculate the interval between two dates.  There are several on-line date calculators available, or schools could be sent an Excel spreadsheet with the formulas needed to calculate the intervals.  Technology need not be a barrier towards utilizing this new methodology.   
