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Section K. Preparing for Federal Monitoring of the State Education for Homeless Children and Youth Program

In a 2014 report, the Government Accountability Office (GAO) stated that “monitoring is a key management tool for assessing the quality of performance over time and resolving problems promptly.” However, the report continued, “[The U.S. Department of] Education has protocols for monitoring State Education for Homeless Children and Youths programs, but no plan to ensure adequate oversight for all states.”[footnoteRef:1] The U.S. Department of Education (ED) has monitored every State Education for Homeless Children and Youth (EHCY) program at least twice since 2003. The GAO report’s emphasis on Federal program accountability and compliance, the availability of State educational agency (SEA) and local educational agency (LEA) data, and increased expectations for SEAs in the 2015 reauthorization of the McKinney-Vento Act have resulted in ED reviewing its monitoring processes and protocols to develop a system of State EHCY program monitoring that is effective in assessing State EHCY compliance and efficient in making best use of staff time, data, and technology to ensure that every State is monitored on a regular basis. According to the Federal coordinator for the EHCY program, every State must be prepared for Federal monitoring to take place at least every five years. [1:  All resources and references mentioned are found in the Resources at the end of this section, with their links, if available.  ] 

Immediate preparation for Federal monitoring entails providing records and documents for review and answering questions in a set of interviews. However, true preparation for monitoring is more a matter of ensuring ongoing compliance with the McKinney-Vento Act at both the SEA and LEA levels. 
State EHCY programs that work to ensure compliance with the McKinney-Vento Act, or even go beyond compliance to ensure that the State and LEAs carry out the intent of the law, generally have very few findings or recommendations for improvement. In addition, these States often welcome a review as an opportunity to showcase good practices and to identify areas for needed technical assistance. Federal monitoring often raises the profile of the State EHCY program in the SEA, resulting in greater support and resources for implementation. 

K.1. The Process of Federal Monitoring of State EHCY Programs
Each year, the Federal coordinator for the EHCY program determines a monitoring schedule for States and makes this information public several months in advance of monitoring. Approximately two months before the scheduled monitoring, the Federal coordinator will send a letter to the State Coordinator, SEA Federal programs coordinator, and State superintendent with an overview of the monitoring process and expectations for the SEA. These expectations will include a list of records and documents that the State Coordinator must upload to the National Center for Homeless Education’s (NCHE’s) extranet by a specified deadline.
The Federal coordinator or other staff or contractors assigned monitoring tasks will review all documents and develop clarifying questions to add to the questions in the monitoring protocol. 
The Federal coordinator will schedule a set of interviews that includes the State Coordinator and other SEA and LEA administrators, and in some cases, community service providers or other stakeholders. These interviews may be on site, in which case, the coordinator may request one or two site visits to LEAs of his or her choosing (usually in consultation with the State Coordinator). Remote interviews are conducted via video conferencing or conference call arranged by the Federal program office.
Following the monitoring activities, the Federal EHCY office issues a report to the SEA that includes findings, recommendations, and commendations, and requests a response by a certain deadline. If the State had significant findings of noncompliance, the Federal coordinator will request that the State Coordinator contact NCHE to arrange technical assistance.
	For assistance in preparing for a monitoring review, see Appendix K-1. Tips for Preparing for EHCY Monitoring. 

K.2. Monitoring Indicators 
Periodically, the Federal coordinator, with input from Federal staff and SEA and LEA EHCY program administrators, will develop or revise a monitoring protocol that includes eight to ten indicators for areas of inquiry and reflects State EHCY requirements in the McKinney-Vento Act and other ED priorities. The protocol may change from year to year as the EHCY program evolves. The Federal coordinator will make the protocol publicly available, which can serve as a framework for SEA compliance and the State Coordinator’s annual action plan.
Specifically, the monitoring indicators derive from the parts of the McKinney-Vento Act that include the functions of the Office of Coordinator [42 U.S.C. § 11432(f)], requirements and assurances in the State Plan [42 U.S.C. § 11432(g)(1)], LEA requirements [42 U.S.C. § 11432(g)(3)], and duties of the local liaison [42 U.S.C. § 11432(g)(6)].(You may review these sections of the law in Section B: Charting the Course and Section F: Technical Assistance for Local Educational Agencies in the Handbook.)
In addition, the protocol will include questions to determine fiscal management of the State EHCY grant and coordination with Title I and other Federal programs. Some questions will pertain to ED’s general administrative regulations and the U.S. Office of Management and Budget’s cost circulars, now consolidated in the Uniform Guidance. Questions in past protocols have included a review of the State’s McKinney-Vento dispute resolution process along with the number and types of disputes that the State EHCY program has encountered.
ED also may include some indicators in its monitoring protocol that go beyond compliance but ensure that States are carrying out practices that align with the intent of the law to create a strong State EHCY program and remove educational barriers for homeless children and youth. For example, additional priorities, not directly specified in the law, come from the Leading Indicators of Quality McKinney-Vento programs that ED developed in 2014: 
1. The percentage of homeless students who are chronically absent during the school year, by State and LEA. (The protocol may require that SEAs demonstrate that they are reviewing data on the number of homeless students who are chronically absent and addressing how to reduce this number.)
2. The percentage of States monitored by ED in a fiscal year that used LEA-level data for a risk assessment to target monitoring and technical assistance in that year. (The protocol may require SEAs to demonstrate that they are utilizing LEA-level data to ensure that their monitoring and technical assistance focuses on LEAs at most risk of non-compliance.)
3. The number of States that have updated annual work plans based on data from a needs assessment and the establishment of measurable goals that address identified needs. (The protocol may require State Coordinators to demonstrate that they use data to assess needs and establish annual goals in the development of an annual work plan.)
Items such as these included in the monitoring protocol will result in recommendations for States, rather than findings, since they are not requirements stated in the law.
ED will also review the quality of the data that the LEAs and SEAs submit to EDFacts for the annual Consolidated State Performance Report and may include monitoring questions related to the State’s data quality for homeless children and youth.
The monitoring protocol will always include indicators that reflect compliance with specific provisions of the McKinney-Vento Act but will also remain fluid as it is updated to reflect new ED priorities and emerging issues. ED will communicate these changing priorities to State Coordinators as they develop, and NCHE will provide technical assistance to enable SEAs to address these in their State and local EHCY programs.

K.3 Determining the Likelihood that Your State will be Selected for EHCY Program Monitoring: Federal Risk Assessment
	ED utilizes a risk assessment approach to identify which States to prioritize for monitoring each year.  While all States will undergo monitoring, States that have the highest risk factors for noncompliance will be scheduled before those with fewer risk factors. Risk factors may include
· the frequency with which a State experiences turnover in the State Coordinator position, 
· the time since the last State review,
· the amount of funds that a State allows to revert to the Federal government due to a failure to spend them in a timely manner, 
· the number of LEAs that identify fewer than ten homeless students, 
· data quality problems in annual submissions to EDFacts,
· the performance of homeless students on statewide assessments, and
· the number of findings identified during the last review or the number of findings left unaddressed between reviews that lead to repeated findings in a particular area.
ED will include other risk factors as new issues emerge, and the Federal program officer will inform State Coordinators of these through routine communications and updates. 
These risk factors are useful for State Coordinators to assess not only the likelihood of being monitored but also to consider for State planning to strengthen their EHCY program. Furthermore, State Coordinators may wish to mirror this risk assessment in monitoring LEAs.

K.4. Conducting Your State EHCY Program as if Your State Could be Monitored Tomorrow
	As mentioned earlier, the best way to sail through a Federal monitoring review is to maintain full compliance with the McKinney-Vento Act on a day-to-day basis. State Coordinators should conduct ongoing needs assessment to identify areas of challenge to
· ensure they are carrying out all the functions of the State Office of the Coordinator and implementing all provisions of the law;
· review and revise policies that conflict with the McKinney-Vento Act; 
· provide the technical assistance, training, and monitoring needed for strong local EHCY programs; and
· build an infrastructure for ongoing improvement of the EHCY program.
Most noncompliance results from problems that have existed for a long time and cannot be resolved between the time a State is notified of a monitoring review and when that review takes place. Therefore, it only makes sense for States to devote time, effort, and resources on an ongoing basis to build a strong EHCY program, rather than respond to monitoring findings under crisis circumstances. 
This argument should be shared with SEA higher level administrators in the event that the State Coordinator’s position in your State is under-staffed and under-resourced (which in itself poses a compliance problem). On the issue of State Coordinator capacity, the law notes that State grants shall be used for several activities, one of them being “to establish or designate in the State educational agency an Office of the Coordinator for Education of Homeless Children and Youths that can sufficiently carry out the duties described for the Office in this subtitle in accordance with subsection (f)” [emphasis added] [42 U.S.C. § 11432(d)(3)].

K.5 What to Have in Place to Anticipate a Smooth Federal Monitoring Review
In addition to an EHCY program that operates in compliance with the law, a State that is in a good position for developing a strong EHCY program that could undergo a monitoring review with the least amount of anxiety should have the following in place:
· EHCY records and documents from the past three years, as required by the Uniform Guidance [2 C.F.R. § 200.333], organized and stored for easy access; 
·  a system to support, train, and monitor all LEAs;
· a system for quality data collection from all LEAs; 
· detailed and transparent fiscal management of the EHCY program, both at the SEA level and for subgrantees; 
· support from the State superintendent, State board of education, and other high-level SEA and State administrators; and 
· coordination among Federal program administrators, and especially the Title I coordinator, who have an in-depth knowledge of the McKinney-Vento Act.

K.6 How to Follow Up after the Monitoring Report is Issued
The report ED issues after an EHCY monitoring review serves not only as a record of the State’s compliance with the McKinney-Vento Act, but also as an important planning tool. It is critical to conduct a debrief of the monitoring review that includes State-level administrators to determine what actions must be taken in the immediate future to comply with any after-action directives from ED. This debrief also offers an opportunity to improve the State’s EHCY program in the long term. States should request technical assistance from NCHE as needed to address specific findings and recommendations in the report.
In addition, the State Coordinator should utilize the report in the development of the annual action plan to specifically address items featured in the report. Support from high-level administrators will ensure that the State Coordinator and the EHCY program have the resources and capacity needed to strengthen the program.
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