Honorable Doug Christensen

Commissioner of Education

Nebraska Department of Education

301 Centennial Mall, South, 6th Floor

P. O. Box 94987

Lincoln, Nebraska  68509-4987

Dear Commissioner Christensen:

During the week of April 19-22, 2004, a team from the U. S. Department of Education’s Student Achievement and School Accountability Programs (SASA) reviewed the Nebraska Department of Education’s administration of the Title I, Part A program under the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 (ESEA), as amended by the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB).  Enclosed is a report based upon that review.

The reauthorization of ESEA under NCLB brought a major shift in emphasis and priorities for education in this country.  With increased emphasis on accountability for all students, and a focus on States’ responsibilities to work with districts and schools to improve instruction and boost student achievement, SASA is committed to working closely with States to define those responsibilities.  SASA has developed a monitoring process that is aligned to these changes brought about by NCLB.  Monitoring for the Title I, Part A program is conducted in three broad areas – accountability, instructional support and compliance with fiduciary responsibilities.  Prior to, and during the onsite monitoring review, the SASA tem conducted a number of activities (described in detail in the enclosed report) to verify compliance with critical indicators of compliance in each of the three broad areas.

The enclosed report contains a listing of the critical monitoring elements in each of the three areas, a description of the scope of the monitoring review, and the findings, recommendations and commendations that the team cited as a result of the review.  Within 30 days of the date of this letter, please provide us with a detailed description of the actions your office has taken or will take regarding any findings noted in this report.
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The SASA team would like to commend Marilyn Petersen and her staff for their hard work and assistance provided prior to and during the review in gathering materials and providing access to information in a timely manner.  The team was very impressed with the efforts of your State’s staff to implement the many requirements of Part A of Title I of the ESEA.

We look forward to working further with your staff members in any follow-up activities, and in assisting them to improve the delivery of Title I services in Nebraska.






Sincerely,






Jacquelyn C. Jackson, Ed.D.






Director






Student Achievement and






    School Accountability Programs

Enclosure

cc:  Marilyn Petersen
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Summary of Title I Part A Monitoring Indicators

	Monitoring Area:  Accountability

	Indicator Number
	Description
	Status
	Page

	Indicator 1.1
	The SEA has approved academic content standards for all required subjects or an approved timeline for developing them.
	Met requirements


	N/A

	Indicator 1.2
	The SEA has approved academic achievement standards and alternate academic achievement standards in required subject areas and grades or an approved timeline to create them.
	Met requirements
	N/A

	Indicator 1.3
	The SEA has approved assessments and alternate assessments in required subject areas and grades or an approved timeline to create them.
	Met requirements
	N/A

	Indicator 1.4
	The SEA has implemented all required components as identified in its accountability workbook.

N.B Report card requirements are addressed separately (1.5).
	Met requirements
	N/A

	Indicator 1.5
	The SEA has published an annual report card and ensured that LEAs have published annual report cards as required.
	Finding
	5

	Indicator 1.6
	The SEA indicates how funds received under Grants for State Assessments and related activities (§6111) will be or have been used to meet the 2005-05 and 2007-08 assessment requirements of NCLB.
	Met requirements
	N/A

	Indicator 1.7
	The SEA ensures that LEAs meet all requirements for identifying and assessing the academic achievement of limited English proficient students.
	Met requirements
	N/A


	Monitoring Area:  Instructional Support

	Indicator Number
	Description
	Status
	Page

	Indicator 2.1
	The SEA designs and implements policies and procedures that ensure the hiring and retention of highly qualified staff.
	Not monitored
	N/A

	Indicator 2.2
	The SEA provides, or provides for, technical assistance for LEAs and schools as required.
	Met requirements
	N/A

	Indicator 2.3
	The SEA established a Committee of Practitioners and involves the committee in decision making as required.
	Finding
	5

	Indicator 2.4
	The SEA ensures that the LEA and schools meet parental involvement requirements.
	Finding

Recommendation
	6

	Indicator 2.5
	The SEA ensures that schools and LEAs are identified for improvement, corrective action, or restructuring as required and that subsequent, required steps are taken.
	Met requirements

Recommendation
	6

	Indicator 2.6
	The SEA ensures that requirements for public school choice are met.
	Met requirements

Recommendation
	6

	Indicator 2.7
	The SEA ensures that the statutory requirements for the provision of supplemental educational services (SES) are met.
	Met requirements

Recommendation
	7

	Indicator 2.8
	The SEA ensures that LEAs and schools develop schoolwide programs that use the flexibility provided to them by law to improve the academic achievement of all students in the school.
	Finding
	7

	Indicator 2.9
	The SEA ensures that LEAs and schools develop and maintain targeted assistance programs that meet all required components.
	Met requirements
	N/A


	Monitoring Area:  Fiduciary responsibilities

	Indicator Number
	Description
	Status
	Page

	Indicator 3.1
	The SEA ensures that its component LEAs are audited annually, if required, and that all corrective actions required through this process are fully implemented.
	Met requirements

Commendation
	7

	Indicator 3.2
	The SEA complies with the allocation, reallocation, and carryover provisions of Title I.
	Met requirements
	N/A

	Indicator 3.3
	The SEA complies with the maintenance of effort provisions of Title I.
	Met requirements
	N/A

	Indicator 3.4
	The SEA ensures that the LEA complies with the comparability provisions of Title I.
	Met requirements
	N/A

	Indicator 3.5
	The SEA ensures that LEAs provide Title I services to eligible children attending private schools.
	Met requirements

Recommendation
	8

	Indicator 3.6
	The SEA has a system for ensuring and maximizing the quality, objectivity, utility, and integrity of information disseminated by the agency.
	Met requirements
	N/A

	Indicator 3.7
	The SEA has an accounting system for administrative funds that includes (1) State administration, (2) reallocation, and (3) reservation of funds for school improvement.
	Met requirements
	N/A

	Indicator 3. 8
	The SEA has a system for ensuring fair and prompt resolution of complaints.
	Met requirements
	N/A

	Indicator 3.9
	The SEA ensures that the LEA complies with the rank order procedures for the eligible school attendance area.
	Met requirements
	N/A

	Indicator 3.10
	The SEA conducts monitoring of its subgrantees sufficient to ensure compliance with Title I program requirements.
	Met requirements

Recommendation
	8

	Indicator 3.11
	The LEA complies with the provision for submitting an annual plan to the SEA.
	Met requirements
	N/A

	Indicator 3.12
	The SEA and LEA comply with requirements regarding the reservation of administrative funds.
	Met requirements
	N/A

	Indicator 3.13
	The SEA ensures that Title I funds are used only to supplement or increase non-Federal sources used for the education of participating children and not to supplant funds from non-Federal sources.
	Met requirements
	N/A


Nebraska Department of Education

April 19-22, 2004

Scope of Review:  The Student Achievement and School Accountability Programs (SASA) team monitored the Nebraska Department of Education (NDE) the week of April 19-22, 2004.  This was a comprehensive review of the NDE’s administration of Title I, Part A funds, under the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 (ESEA), as amended by the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB).

In conducting this comprehensive review, the SASA team carried out a number of major activities.  In reviewing the Part A program, the SASA team conducted an analysis of State Assessments and State Accountability System Plans, reviewed the effectiveness of the State’s instructional improvement and instructional support measures to benefit LEAs and schools, and reviewed compliance with fiscal and administrative oversight responsibilities required of the SEA.  During the onsite review, the SASA team visited two local educational agencies (LEAs) – Beatrice School District (BSD) and Lincoln School District (LSD) – interviewed administrative staff and visited four schools in the LEAs (two schoolwide program schools and two targeted assistance schools).  The team then interviewed NDE personnel to confirm data collected in each of the three monitoring indicator areas in BSD and LSD.  The team conducted conference calls to three additional LEAs (Schuyler, Lexington and Scottsbluff School Districts) to confirm information gathered onsite in the LEAs and in the NDE.

Previous Audit Findings:  None to report.

Previous Monitoring Findings:  The U. S. Department of Education last reviewed Title I, Part A programs in Nebraska in April 1998 as part of a Federal integrated review initiative.  The NDE satisfactorily addressed all issues raised in the review in August 1998.

Area:  Accountability

Indicator 1.5:  The SEA has published its annual report card and ensured that LEAs have published annual report cards as required.

Finding:  The NDE prepares LEA report cards and disseminates them statewide.  Districts then have the option of either disseminating the NDE-prepared report card or developing their own for publication.  NDE officials informed the SASA team that NDE does not consistently monitor LEAs to determine whether the content requirements of locally-developed LEA report cards are met.  Nebraska has begun the process of moving to a student-level data collection that will allow the reporting of all NCLB required State report card components.  Nebraska’s new State database, however, will not be operational until the 2004-2005 school year.  Until that time, Nebraska has indicated that it is unable to report at the State level the number of students not tested, the graduation rate by all the required subgroups, and data related to highly qualified teachers.  In the transition, Nebraska reports on its State report card all data it currently has available for these State report card components. 

Citation:  20 U.S.C. 6311 §1111(3)-(h)(1) and (2)  Annual State Report Card and Annual LEA Report Card – The SEA has published an annual report card, and has ensured that LEAs have published annual report cards that contain content required by this section.

Further action required:  The NDE must ensure that all locally-developed LEA report cards contain the content required above.  The NDE must inform the SASA team of the method it has developed for this purpose.  The NDE’s continued efforts to complete the installation of the student and teacher data systems should facilitate publication of NCLB report cards that contain all required content.

Area:  Instructional Support

Indicator 2.3:  The SEA establishes a Committee of Practitioners and involves the committee in decision-making as required.
Finding:  The NDE has established a Committee of Practitioners as required, meets regularly with the Committee, and involves its members in decision-making.  However, the composition of the Committee, as reflected by a roster dated March 2004, does not meet statutory requirements.  Almost half of its members are NDE staff; only one-third are identified as LEA representatives; and there are no parent representatives.

Citation:  20 U.S.C. 6573 §1903(b)(2) states that the committee shall include, as a majority of its members, representatives from local educational agencies; in addition it must include administrators, teachers, parents, members of local school boards, representatives of private school children, and pupil services personnel.
Further action required:  The NDE must alter or expand its Committee of Practitioners’ membership to meet statutory requirements and document that it has done so.  Changing committee membership to better reflect practitioner and parent perspectives will increase the effectiveness of this Committee in helping the NDE to carry out its Title I responsibilities.

Critical Element 2.4:  The SEA ensures that the LEA and schools meet parental involvement requirements.

Finding:  Arnold Elementary School in LSD does not have a written school-parent compact as required.

Citation:  20 USC. 6318 §1118(d) requires that each Title I school shall jointly develop with parents for all children served a school-parent compact that outlines how parents, the entire school staff, and students will share the responsibility for improved student academic achievement and the means by which the school and parents will build and develop a partnership to help children achieve the State’s high standards.

Further action required:  The NDE must provide documentation that LSD’s Arnold Elementary School has created a school-parent compact that meets statutory requirements.

Recommendation:  The SASA team recognizes the varied and sustained efforts that LEAs and schools visited are making to involve parents.  However, it urges the NDE to reexamine its own guidance on effective parental involvement to more strongly emphasize school-level involvement that engages parents in their children’s education.  The SASA team observed that although the NDE’s monitoring verifies the existence of required parental involvement policies, it provides little guidance on which strategies are most likely to have a positive impact on student achievement.

Indicator 2.5:  The SEA ensures that schools and LEAs are identified for improvement, corrective action, or restructuring as required and that subsequent, required steps are taken.

Recommendation:  School improvement plans are required when a school does not make adequate yearly progress for two consecutive years.  The NDE has chosen to incorporate the required elements of this plan into an application for school improvement funds that is not necessarily aligned with other existing plans (e.g. Nebraska school improvement process plans and schoolwide program plans).  While this strategy appears to meet the legal requirements of NCLB in this area, the SASA team recommends that the NDE work with LEAs and schools to use the Federal school improvement process and required plan as a means of revising and strengthening already-existing school plans.  Doing so would increase the likelihood that the goals and strategies listed in the application for funds will be successfully implemented.

Indicator 2.6:  The SEA ensures that requirements for public school choice are met.

Recommendation:  After reviewing the letter used by the LSD to notify parents of their right to public school choice, the SASA team recommends that the NDE clarify this requirement for schools that are currently identified for improvement or are likely to be identified in the coming year.  Letters notifying parents of their choice options should clearly state that schools identified for improvement must offer the parents the opportunity for their child to attend another school in the district that is not so identified.  Although the schools did offer choice, the letter should not imply that the parents’ first option is supplemental educational services and that choice is the second option, as stated in the LSD’s parent letter.

Indicator 2.7:  The SEA ensures that requirements for the provision of supplemental educational services (SES) are met.

Recommendation:  Only four SES providers are currently approved by the NDE, and none are willing to provide services in the school districts that are required to offer SES.  The SASA team recommends that the NDE make a concerted effort to increase the number and availability of SES providers for the coming school year in anticipation of increasing numbers of students being eligible for these services.

Indicator 2.8:  The SEA ensures that LEA and schools develop schoolwide programs that use the flexibility provided to them by law to improve the academic achievement of all students in the school.

Finding:  Schoolwide plans reviewed by the SASA team do not contain all of the required elements.  Although plans are peer reviewed through the use of a rubric developed by the NDE, these plans appear not to have been updated or revised since reauthorization of the ESEA under NCLB.

Required components missing in one or more of the plans, include the following:

· Strategies to attract highly qualified teachers to high-need schools;

· Measures to include teachers in decisions regarding the use of academic assessments;

· Plans for assisting preschool children in their transition to elementary school programs;

· Activities to ensure that students who experience difficulty mastering standards are provided with effective, timely additional assistance; and

· A description of the coordination and integration of Federal, State and local services and programs to accomplish the goals of the plan.

Citation:  20 U.S.C. 6314 §1114(b)(3)(A) states that any eligible school that desires to operate a schoolwide program shall develop or amend a plan that describes how the school will implement the components required of a schoolwide program.

Further action required:  The NDE must ensure that schoolwide program plans contain all required elements and that written resources and technical assistance provided by NDE fully explain all of the required components of a schoolwide program.  Please provide the SASA team with documentation that existing schoolwide plans have been revised to address all required components.

Area:  Fiduciary

Critical Element 3.1:  The SEA ensures that its component LEAs are audited annually, if required, and that all corrective actions required through this process are fully implemented.

Commendation:  In order to ensure consistency in the audit process and a more comprehensive understanding or program requirements of all Title I programs by auditors statewide, the NDE conducts an annual training of all auditors.  NDE officials informed the SASA team that this effort promotes a better connection between audit data and information gathered in the monitoring process.

Indicator 3.5:  The SEA ensures that LEAs provide Title I services to eligible children attending private schools.

Recommendation:  The NDE should ensure that officials of the BPS notify private school officials that there are many instructional options available under Title I to meet the needs of their eligible private school students.  The SASA team interviewed several private school officials in BPS who were unaware that BPS could provide their private school participants with Title I services other than reading instruction.  While there is good cooperation between the public and private school officials, the BPS officials admitted that they only offered Title I services in reading to private school participants.

Indicator 3.10:  The SEA conducts monitoring of its subgrantees sufficient to ensure compliance with Title I program requirements.

Recommendation:  The NDE’s procedures for monitoring LEAs for compliance with Part A of Title I should be revised to include additional information regarding these requirements.  The SASA team reviewed the NDE’s schedule and procedures for conducting program monitoring in its LEAs, and interviewed NDE officials regarding the monitoring process in Nebraska.  The SASA team recommends that the NDE revise its procedures to include information on evaluation of parental involvement programs, annual evaluation processes for schoolwide plans and Title I services provided to eligible students attending private schools,  school budget support of school improvement goals and identified needs, and LEA requirements for ensuring that Title I funds are used to supplement, and not to supplant State and local funds.  The addition of this information would ensure that the NDE utilizes a more comprehensive and robust instrument when it monitors for compliance with Title I requirements statewide.
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