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Welcome back. I’m joined here in the second segment by our two practitioners: Suzanne Ochse, the acting Director for the Office of Title I Program Planning and Accountability in the State of New Jersey. Welcome, Suzanne.

Suzanne OCHSE, Acting Director for the Office of Title I Program Planning and Accountability, State of New Jersey

Thank you.

Chuck LASTER

And Michael Sorum, the Director of Accountability in Providence, Rhode Island. Welcome, Michael.

Michael SORUM, Director of Accountability, Providence, Rhode Island

Thank you, Chuck.

Chuck LASTER

We’d like to hear your perspectives, now, on your experiences on the monitoring process for the Title I programs in your state and district. You were both monitored earlier this year, and I think the participants in the webcast would be most anxious to hear how that experience went for you. 

Can we start out by talking a little bit about your involvement in preparation for the pre-site portion of the visit, so you can address the issues of anything from selection of districts and selection of schools, to materials that you were asked to provide prior to the visit, information you received from the department before we came on site, and in general, how you prepared for the on-site review, and assisted in developing that schedule for the week. So, Suzanne, maybe you could start us off.

Suzanne OCHSE

I was gratified to have a contact. We were assigned a project leader from the Department of Education and we worked very closely with that person. What we received from her is a lot of guidance and planning information to prepare for the site visit, on behalf of the Department of Ed and also for our districts. We received the entire monitoring document in advance of the session, the meeting, and it’s 65 pages, and when we first got it, it was a little daunting, to say the least.

After we took a look at it, we analyzed it. We broke it down. We divided it out, the areas that were specific to the SEA and specific to the districts. Internally what we did is we then hosted a meeting with our internal Department of Ed staff, reviewed the document, and made assignments and liaisons for particular areas. What we then did for our districts is we selected them, in consultation with the U.S. Department of Ed, primarily looking at districts that had multiple schools in need of improvement.

The other selection criteria was location to the Department of Ed in Trenton,trying to maximize the time for the Federal monitors. What we did is we forwarded by email, which is a wonderful tool, we forwarded by email the entire document to our school districts, our two school administrators, and the Title I directors for those particular districts. 

We then gave them that information in advance, and also hosted a LEA prep meeting and invited the district representatives to the session to go over questions and planning, and also looking at how we were going to schedule the day. So it was very comprehensive, and we worked together, both at the SEA level and also at the district level.

Chuck LASTER

Great. Thank you. Michael?

Michael SORUM

Our process started out with being notified by our state director of Title I that the visit would be forthcoming. So we quickly assembled a team within the district to respond to the visit, and I think that was a really important part of our process. Our director gave us the entire document as well, had initial meetings with us, and then we assembled our internal team, and really started to chart out the process from beginning to end. 

And I would really encourage any districts that are going to be visited to begin immediately. It’s a lengthy process. It’s not onerous. Everything that is in Title I is what you should be doing already so, we were well into it. But, our challenge was making sure that we had all our artifacts together, all of the right people at the table for the conversations, and that we prepared the schools in a manner that gave them time to respond, and time to be ready. So planning is critical.

Chuck LASTER

Can you talk a little bit about how you actually worked with the schools to prepare them?

Michael SORUM

Yes. Of the three schools we selected for the district visit portion, we tried to pick schools that were representative of the district. One of them had our highest percentage of students qualifying for free or reduced lunch, but was a moderately performing school. Another was a very large elementary school that has not made adequate yearly progress. And then a middle school. Our high schools aren’t served by Title I in our district.

One of the challenges that we found is that we make a great effort to have a coherent funding stream to the schools and we do a lot of the work centrally in combining the funds, and then ensuring that at the school level, through the school plans, the funds are allocated appropriately. But the schools don’t always realize, to the point of being able to articulate clearly, which portions of their funding streams are coming from Title I or from other various sources. And so we just had a conversation about what they’re currently doing.

We also had to be really straightforward with the schools as well, about some components that we knew weren’t fully in place, and we didn’t want to have schools talking about something that wasn’t there. And so we made sure that they were aware of our implementation plan, and our approved timelines, so that they could speak knowledgeably about, not only what they’re doing really well, but some areas that we know need growth, too.

Chuck LASTER

Thank you. Suzanne, can you touch a little bit on the state’s and your involvement as a state agency, and the actual on-site portion of the visit? Just briefly talk about the local district review portion, the state level, and then the exit conference.

Suzanne OCHSE

There was a lot of preparation involved, and what we did was accelerated some of the initiatives that we wanted to move forward. In particular, our website. We wanted to make sure that the website was reflective of all of the work that we’re doing in the state, and by having this process come to us, it was sort of a gift in that it did accelerate that process and got us all in line.

What we did then is we assembled all of the materials using the rubric in the critical areas, assembled all the documents and organized them in a way that met those critical areas that were articulated in therubric. The districts essentially did the same thing. We modeled for them, and it served as a way to really organize all of the documents that were required. At the entrance conference, we met with the Federal monitors, visited the Department of Ed initially -  we hosted an entrance conference. Our senior staff, including our Commissioner, were present during that process.

We wanted to articulate both to the districts and to the Federal monitors, the good things that we do, both at the state level and at the district level, to really talk about the good practices, and to look at this process as a way to showcase some of the good things that we do in this state. We worked with the Federal monitors, developing a schedule to ensure that we had enough time to meet with both our internal staff at the Department of Ed, and the district staff as well. We also had private school representatives as part of the visit.

It was a four-day process. The first day was concentrated at the SEA level. The next two days were at the sites. There were three districts that were visited by the team. And then the last day, in the morning, the federal monitors then did some clean up in that they looked at some additional documentation, and conducted other interviews with SEA level staff. 

Then, the exit conference was held that afternoon, after all of the information was, all the interviews were completed, and all the documentation was given to the monitors. And at that exit interview week, again convened our SEA level staff.

I just want to emphasize that it was a monitoring of the state, so it was really directed to what the state was doing to support and to inform learning, and teaching and learning for our districts, and it was really focused on the state level activities. So, yeah, the exit interview identified some of the recommendations, some commendations, and also looked at possible findings that would be articulated in the report that we just got about a week or so ago.

After the exit interview, the Federal monitors went back to Washington, and then called us back and said that they wanted to follow up with four districts doing phone conversations, phone interviews, and that was done very quickly, in the next day or two, so that was another preparation for our districts in giving them the talking points, and working with them to be available when the Federal monitors were having those conversations. 

Chuck LASTER

From both your perspectives, I’m interested in finding out how the goals for the visits were established from the Federal side? And do you feel like you had a clear understanding of the expectations from the Federal Department of Ed in terms of what they expected from the review?

Suzanne OCHSE

Yeah. Absolutely. I thought the expectations were clear. The rubric was right on target, and as Mike stated before, it really identified all of the areas that Title I focused on. There were no surprises. The expectations, the goals of the monitoring were clear. When the monitors visited the districts, they also were very clear to the district personnel, that the focus and the goal was to look at the SEA, and also to inform how the federal government can do a better job as well.

Michael SORUM

And I would concur fully with Suzanne, however, I wouldn’t minimize the level of preparation necessary at the district level to be ready for the visit. We obviously have the responsibility of responding to the directives of the state, and so we have a lot of work to do on that end at the state level. 

But at the district level there are so many different streams and components of the district functioning that are funded through Title I-A that it’s a big task, pulling together the documentation for supplemental services, for school choice, for accountability, and that’s where the planning part really comes in, because compiling those documents as evidence that it’s flowed through/from the state, is a big task, and many times accomplished by different individuals or departments within the district.

Chuck LASTER

A little bit on looking at some of the outcomes of the monitoring. Can you talk a little bit, from your perspective again, at the state and at the district level, how the monitoring experience assisted you, or maybe changed your perspective on the administration of the Title I Program, Title I of “No Child Left Behind” in your state, and in your district?

Suzanne OCHSE

Certainly, “No Child Left Behind,” a continuation of IASA, the “No Child Left Behind” requirements became more intricate, and more involved, and things did change. The “No Child Left Behind” legislation is over 1,000 pages, and what we try to do is to ensure that we informed our districts of all the new requirements, as well as reinforcing some of the earlier requirements as well. There were certainly things that we missed, and we were gratified to have the monitors come in and point those things out to us in a kind and gentler way, and in an informed way.

There are certain things that we recognize that we needed to move forward on, and the outcome really reinforced many of those items, such as trying to have a single plan for our districts. Right now we have multiple plans. We had always wanted to try to align things and coordinate things in a better way, and to see it in writing, and to hear it from the Federal monitors, really has given us the strength to do that and the will to do it. It does help move forward, some processes that we have been planning for some time. So, on that point, we thank you.

Michael SORUM

I alluded earlier to the many different components of the district that are working together, and one of the outcomes of the visit to our district was that we brought everybody to the table, and we really got to share with each other in a more detailed format than we usually do about the work we’re doing. So it was a very, actually, empowering and sort of fulfilling experience for many of the people within the district, which we hadn’t anticipated.

When we hosted the visit at the district level, instead of having the monitors speak with one individual at a time in their offices, we assembled everybody at the table, because  so much of our work crosses departments and divisions. That was sort of an unanticipated outcome, and not expected, that we found fulfilling. 

We did have findings at the district level, mostly in response to some areas that the state, where we’re just all running quickly to catch up in some areas, but our state director really had helped us anticipate those, and was really crucial in helping us prepare for those.

Suzanne OCHSE

I think building on what Mike was saying about the collaboration, that is no small part and it does cross all levels, not only at the district level, at the state level as well. It requires us all to have conversations, and to collaborate, and try to coordinate our services to the benefit of our students to boost their achievement.

Michael SORUM

That’s not uncommon, and what we’re finding is when you’re asking states to pull all this information together and organize these visits, sort of a by-product and, for a lot of us, it was unexpected, is that we’re getting people to have these conversations and actually, sort of working across programs, which is the whole intent, so, that’s been a really positiveexperience from our level.

Suzanne OCHSE

And how about at the Federal level as well?

… 

Chuck LASTER

We’re actually moving in that direction as well.
I’d like to find out, how has the experience of the Title I monitoring in your state impacted the way that you review, or you’re thinking about reviewing your grantees, and also looking at compliance in your schools?

Suzanne OCHSE

We have a consolidated application for our districts that includes all of the entitlement programs, the Federal Entitlement programs, Title I, of course, being the largest. We currently have a paper application that is reviewed by our county offices, and then in turn, it’s reviewed by our grants management office. So it is a two-tier review and it is quite cumbersome. 

We have recognized that because of the fact that it is a pencil and paper application, and the fact that it does have the two-tier review, it does slow down the approval process. We do indeed tell our districts that when we receive the application in substantially approvable form, they need to proceed and run their programs, and not wait until they actually get the cash in hand.

Recognizing that the cash flow is a problem, we have been working for several years towards an online application. We are hoping to launch that in August in that we’ve contracted with a vendor, and working that way to ensure that the districts will receive their funding much earlier, and recognizing that that was a problem in our state.

Chuck LASTER

Mike?

Michael SORUM

We, in our district, have a school improvement planning process that’s quite established and detailed, and through that process, are making modifications in response to NCLB, in response to our most recent visit, and some of the findings, out of the monitoring process. Through our visits with the schools, we learned a lot. 

There was an interview portion with a principal, and then the monitors visited with a group of teachers. And it was very interesting and informative for us to really hear the teachers grapple with some of the requirements that we have in our own plan that we then subsequently submit to the state for ultimate approval. But it’s a process that is in progress and changing, and we do most of it electronically so that we can update it and change it as needed.

Chuck LASTER

Great. This is just a general question, but, did the experience of the Title I monitoring meet your expectations, maybe, looking at it from sort of a distance, and then sort of as the monitoring visit was closely approaching? At the end of it all, what could you say about that?

Suzanne OCHSE

At the beginning, it was very stressful, when we did receive the rubric, 65 pagesit was overwhelming. But once we dissected it, and broke it down, it became a manageable process. And coupled with the fact that the monitors were well-informed, knew their subject matter, and helped us along through the process, it exceeded my expectations. I thought it was going to be a lot worse than it was. It was more collaborative, more conversational, more of a support than a “gotcha.”

And we all appreciated that in the state. We were one of the first states out of the mark, I guess, and that was – the unknown was more of a fear factor than anything. The outcome was positive. The monitor said we would get our report in 30 days, and we did, and we appreciate that, in that we can then move forward, and implement some of the changes, and move forward on that. So, it exceeded my expectations in a positive way.

Chuck LASTER

Mike? 

Michael Sorum

It’s interesting to hear Suzanne talk, because we didn’t meet until today, and she had a different visiting team in New Jersey, and I can only say that our experience reflected almost verbatim what Suzanne said. And, it’s…I don’t want to give folks a false impression, you know. It is a good deal of work. It’s getting that 65-page rubric. 

But, ultimately the outcome, I would have to say, has been lasting and positive, in that we’re working more coherently as a district. And, we also assembled a number of binders and documents – we have everything at our fingertips now to respond to public requests, state requests, and federal requests. 

So, overall, at the risk of sounding almost Pollyanish, it was a good experience. The expectations were clear, and ultimately, the outcome I’d say, would be very beneficial to the district and the children in our city.

Chuck LASTER

Anything else either of you would care to add about the monitoring experience, or where this goes from here?

Suzanne OCHSE

I’d hope to see that the findings that were identified in New Jersey could inform other states on how they could do better in certain areas. One of the findings that came up for us was using comparability – and that we were not doing it on an annual basis, having districts complete it on an annual basis, and collecting it on a bi-annual basis. That was something that we were unaware of those details. And my sense is that maybe that would be something other states could benefit from knowing, and that information could be disseminated to the states if you’re finding common issues when you monitor.

Chuck LASTER

Great. 

Michael SORUM

My words would be to be prepared. The day you find out you are going to be monitored, get a plan of action in place. Work very closely with your state liaison, or your Title I Coordinator in the state, if you have the opportunity.Their assistance is priceless. Use the visit as a point of leverage to move things forward in your district, and use the findings in the same manner. We’re using them, as I said, to revise our school improvement plans, to lobby with our Board of Education in the city – and with the State. So, use it.

Chuck LASTER

Thank you Mike and Suzanne. I’m sure that the information you provided here is probably going to be some of the items of most interest to folks who are going to be tuning into the webcast. And I understand that there’ll be some contact information for both of you available when the webcast is broadcast. So, I think people will be likely contacting both of you to kind of get some more information. But, again, I do thank you for your participation. This concludes this portion of the webcast. I hope it has been informative, and I thank you.
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