
For many in the education field, “data interoperability” sounds like a remote, technical concept that isn’t 
relevant to their day-to-day work with students. But interoperability—securely transferring data between 
platforms or systems—invisibly underlies many of the tools teachers rely on to serve their students and 
makes teachers’ jobs easier every day. By supporting interoperability, state and district leaders can help 
ensure that their educators are able to spend less time pulling data together from different programs and 
sources and more time using data-informed insights to meet their students’ needs. 

What Is Education Data Interoperability, and Why Does It Matter? 
Suppose a teacher is trying to better understand a student—the 
student’s strengths, where they’re struggling, and what instructional 
or program supports can help them succeed. That teacher may log in 
to the district’s student information systems to look at the student’s 
formative assessments, the state data system to see the student’s 
academic growth from the previous year, the teacher’s own electronic 
gradebook to check on the student’s attendance, and the online 
homework platform where the student completes some assignments. 
Each system might use different terms and format data in different 
ways. Interoperable data systems can bring together data from these 
different sources. Without interoperable data systems, teachers are 
stuck logging in to each of these systems separately, downloading the 
data they need, and compiling it into spreadsheets or documents to 
try to make sense of it themselves.

Out in the world, interoperability allows you 
to use a website that compares flights from 
different airlines to plan your vacation or to 
withdraw cash from different banks’ ATMs. 
When you use another bank’s ATM, data is 
safely and seamlessly exchanged with your 
bank, allowing you to withdraw cash from your 

account and the transaction to show up on your bank statement in 
real time. Interoperability in education allows families and educators 
to easily and securely access information about their student from 

Data Interoperability in Education: 
Empowering Those Closest to Students

Project Unicorn defines 
data interoperability as 
“the seamless, secure, and 
controlled exchange of data 
between applications.”

Practically speaking, interoperability means that those 
closest to students—educators and families—can easily 
and securely look at relevant data elements about their 
student side by side, seamlessly integrating data from 
different programs. 

Successful interoperability requires a technical 
infrastructure with a common vocabulary and aligned 
systems that make transporting data across programs and 
systems more efficient, accurate, and secure.
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different systems. For teachers, interoperability means the difference 
between having to go to the school basement and pull out a student’s 
manila folder and being able to open an app and see everything 
about the student that they need to personalize instruction for that 
student.

 

https://www.projectunicorn.org
https://www.projectunicorn.org/
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Where Is Interoperability Happening, and How Is It Making a Difference?
Teachers and parents overwhelmingly see the value of data in supporting students. Teachers and education leaders want to be able to 
understand their students in ways that let them differentiate instruction, communicate with families, and improve services. Following are some 
places where interoperable data systems are helping teachers and state leaders achieve these goals.

	● Through the Arizona Education Data Standards (AzEDS), 
the Arizona Department of Education modernized its data 
infrastructure, and this commitment allowed the state to rapidly 
respond to the pandemic. AzEDS was able to pull three data points 
(eligibility for financial benefits, parent information, and student 
address) from different state systems so that the Department 
of Economic Security could ensure that eligible families would 
quickly receive financial support through the federal government’s 
Family First Coronavirus Response Act.

	● Districts across the country have committed to using a single sign-on 
(SSO), a mechanism that gives users a single log-in credential to 
access multiple data applications. SSOs avoid burdening educators 
with having to remember multiple usernames and passwords for 
a variety of applications. SSOs also help protect student privacy by 
limiting data access to those who need it for their job.

	● In Wyoming, the Unita County School District #1 (UCSD #1) has 
committed to engaging its community and partnering with other 
school districts to create an interoperable data system. As an early 
part of this work, UCSD #1 has developed new data visualizations 
to help teachers make sense of and use data.

	● Georgia’s virtual “tunnel” links data from a single state system 
directly to district-level student information systems and allows 
district administrators, principals, teachers, and parents to access 
state education data through their district’s existing program. 
Through the tunnel, teachers and parents have access to detailed 
data about their students and curated resources to support them.

The Data Quality Campaign is a nonprofit policy and advocacy organization leading the effort to bring 
every part of the education community together to empower educators, families, and policymakers 
with quality information to make decisions that ensure that students excel. For more information, go 
to www.dataqualitycampaign.org and follow us on Facebook and Twitter (@EdDataCampaign).

Learn More and Take Action
State leaders have a responsibility to make data work for students. While innovations in data use often come from local districts, many effective 
data practices are simply not possible at scale without interoperable data systems. 

Find out more from the following resources:

Ed-Fi Alliance. An education 
leader-driven community and 
a nonprofit, Ed-Fi provides 
data standards, tools, and 
guidance to  improve education 
data system management and 
interoperability.

Data Linkages Enable Individual 
Support and Shared Success. 
This infographic shows what is 
possible when trusted adults in 
and outside of the classroom 
have the data they need to 
support individual students.

“ Harnessing the Power of Data 
in Education.” This video 
from Digital Promise explains 
why interoperability is key 
to empowering educators, 
families, and students with 
data. 

What Does It Take to Make 
Interoperability Work in K–12 
Education? EdSurge’s guide 
to education interoperability 
includes briefs, tools, 
recommendations, and success 
stories.
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Using these insights, the 
district ensures that all 

students receive a 
vision test.

Policymakers use data to identify 
common health needs of students 
in Caleb’s community that might 

impact their learning.

Max’s caseworker uses 
this information to ensure 

he remains in his same 
class and school 

throughout his transition.

Maria’s parents, teacher, and 
advocate all work together to identify 
why she’s not making it to school and 

get her the support she needs to attend.

Data Linkages Enable Individual Support and Shared Success
Individuals, including young people, contend with daily successes and challenges and face unique barriers to achieving their goals. These issues don’t 
disappear as people move across different settings, including when they step into the classroom; out-of-school factors can influence their academic 
performance, and vice versa. Individuals need 360-degree support in order to succeed. One way to provide this support is by linking data across systems 
and sectors, including education, health, social services, and transportation. System leaders can use this information to understand high-level trends 
and identify best practices at work. Educators, advocates, and families can also use this information to have meaningful conversations about what 
individuals need and how to make sure they get it. When all the important people in their lives have appropriate access to information, individuals get 
the support they need to succeed.

Kindergartener 
Caleb is starting 

elementary school.

FIRST DAY
OF SCHOOL

5th grader Max is 
transitioning to an 

out-of-home care setting.

STUDENTS 
IN FOSTER CARE

9th grader Maria is 
new to her school and 
missing a lot of days.

CHRONIC
ABSENTEEISM

Community college student 
Grace is unsure what 

career she should pursue 
after graduating. 

He also connects Max to an 
out-of-school mentorship 

program, which gives him the 
social support he needs to cope 
with changes to his home life. 

Caleb gets the health 
support he needs to 

participate in class and 
succeed academically.

Grace’s school provides an online 
tool that allows students like Grace 
to explore aggregate data on past 
graduates’ education, workforce, 
and salary outcomes by program.

Max’s caseworker has secure 
access to his academic data, which 
he uses to see how Max is doing in 
school and where he needs help.

Maria’s advocate remains in 
contact with Maria and her 

family, allowing them to 
make sure her needs are 
being met going forward. 

Grace has the credentials she 
needs to interview for a job 

aligned to her goals. 

System leaders see that Maria is 
chronically absent and look into 
what commonly causes students 

like Maria to miss school.

CHOOSING A CAREER

Grace uses this information to 
match her education with a 

career path aligned to her goals.

dataqualitycampaign.org

CALEB IS SET UP 
FOR SUCCESS FROM 

THE START

GRACE HAS THE 
SKILLS SHE NEEDS 

TO STEP INTO A NEW 
ROLE AND SUCCEED

MARIA IS ON 
TRACK FOR HIGH 
SCHOOL SUCCESS

THERE ARE FEWER 
BIG CHANGES IN 

MAX’S LIFE

https://dataqualitycampaign.org/resource/parent-and-teacher-opinions-of-education-data/
https://www.ed-fi.org/blog/2020/06/turning-data-into-school-lunches-how-arizona-was-prepared-for-a-rapid-covid-19-response/
https://digitalpromise.org/digging-data-interoperability/
https://www.edsurge.com/news/2019-11-12-data-interoperability-provides-a-path-toward-equity-4-lessons-learned
https://dataqualitycampaign.org/resource/georgia-information-tunnel-linking-district-ingenuity-state-resources-make-data-matter/
http://www.dataqualitycampaign.org
https://www.facebook.com/EdDataCampaign/
https://twitter.com/eddatacampaign
https://dataqualitycampaign.org/why-education-data/make-data-work-students/
https://www.ed-fi.org/
https://dataqualitycampaign.org/resource/data-linkages-enable-individual-support-and-shared-success/
https://dataqualitycampaign.org/resource/data-linkages-enable-individual-support-and-shared-success/
https://youtu.be/qln-vCmaxos
https://youtu.be/qln-vCmaxos
https://www.edsurge.com/research/guides/what-does-it-take-to-make-interoperability-work-in-k-12-education
https://www.edsurge.com/research/guides/what-does-it-take-to-make-interoperability-work-in-k-12-education
https://www.edsurge.com/research/guides/what-does-it-take-to-make-interoperability-work-in-k-12-education
https://dataqualitycampaign.org/resource/data-linkages-enable-individual-support-and-shared-success/
https://www.ed-fi.org/
https://youtu.be/qln-vCmaxos
https://www.edsurge.com/research/guides/what-does-it-take-to-make-interoperability-work-in-k-12-education

