Building Your
Monitoring Program

WHAT'S IN A MONITORING PROGRAM?
Developing or revising an ESSA monitoring program is
a complex and significant undertaking, with many
factors to consider. We've provided a few key questions
to help shape your approach.
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TO CONSIDER

WHAT STANDARDS WILL BE MONITORED?
Outside of specific mandates, the myriad of federal requirements in ESSA permits a state or
school system creativity in designing a monitoring program, particularly in the area of
educational programs.
Want to review how many times a school suspends children out of school? ESSA addresses
that practice and, therefore, such a standard can be included in a monitoring tool.
Want to focus on how children transition from preschool to kindergarten? Or from high
school to college? That can be monitored as well. Monitoring can address a wide range of
activities, but they should begin with those specified in ESSA and in program initiatives
contained in approved grant applications.

What
about
best
practices?

The U.S. Department of Education

implementation, and retraining and

has permitted flexibility in
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Designers of monitoring
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regulatory requirements or
whether to also gauge
implementation of best practices
that are not mandated by law.
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WHEN SHOULD MONITORING BEGIN?
Stakeholder buy-in to a monitoring program dramatically increases when the standards to be
monitored are discussed, selected, and communicated well in advance of the monitoring visits.
Planning ahead is a matter of fairness. It also enhances compliance, because it gives schools
and program leaders time to implement the activities being measured. It also provides time for
training, an important part of the program implementation continuum. Furthermore, since the
monitoring standards reflect the system's priorities, setting them early moves the school or
system closer to realization of its strategic vision as reflected in the school or district plan.
Therefore, the ideal time to plan a monitoring program is after the spending plan - whether for
school improvement or otherwise - has been approved and while implementation is underway.

HOW QUANTATIVE SHOULD YOU BE?
Will your program be quantitative or qualitative - or both? A quantitative approach permits data
visualization of trends in compliance, including strengths and weaknesses. Data can be
graphically displayed in heat maps and charts. Quantitative check-the-box approaches are
easier to implement because they do not require development of lengthy, individualized
reports.
However, qualitative approaches are often more effective in changing behavior. They
thoughtfully report challenges to educating students, tailor them to each school’s challenges,
chronicle best practices and exemplary programs, and better address root causes of noncompliance or poor performance. Qualitative reports can be more principle-based. For
example, in a fiscal review, a principled-based approach might gauge whether funds drove
improved student achievement, whereas a rule-based approach asks whether a school
complied with allowable uses of funds under the law.

WHO WILL DO THE MONITORING?
Related to budget is who will conduct the
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HOW WILL MONITORS BE TRAINED?
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FISCAL, PROGRAMMATIC, OR BOTH?
Because protecting taxpayer money from loss or abuse is a stated objective of ESSA,
monitoring should include reviews of how program funds are spent. Not only can fiscal reviews
include examinations of expenditures to ensure they are permitted under the law, but they can
also document the components of a program's financial management system. But how to
combine fiscal reviews with monitoring of educational best practices – such as differentiation of
instruction, library programs, or programs for English Language Learners – is a choice
designers of the monitoring program make.

WHAT SIZE SHOULD THE BUDGET BE?
Once an agency has determined what monitoring it should undertake, it must develop a
budget. Factors to consider include the amount of time needed to design the program, the
number of site visits, the number of days per a site visit, travel expenses, equipment needed,
report-writing time, number of desk/document reviews, scope of technical assistance, and
time needed to develop communication tools such as Intranets, software, and collaboration
sites. Time to develop monthly status reports and monitor training should also be considered.
The size of your monitoring program is based on both available funds and the importance of
the monitoring program to the realization of state or systemic strategic goals. Logically, when
there are challenges such as misspent funds or chronically low student achievement,
monitoring budgets should rise. Likewise, the greater the number of schools or programs
being monitored, the larger the monitoring budgets required.
The level of existing oversight and the scope of responsibilities of those charged with
oversight also plays a role. If schools rarely receive management visits, monitoring can fill an
important gap in gaining critical information from the front lines to fuel strategies for
improvement and technical assistance.
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WHAT ABOUT
SYSTEMIC
WEAKNESSES?

How will trends be identified? Ideally,
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identify systemic weaknesses, ranging
from backlogged software orders to
delays in background investigations
preventing the hiring of teachers.
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when something serious occurs.
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