Stakeholder Groups for Obtaining Input for State Accountability
The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) 2004, Section 616 (b)(1)(A) states: “Not later than 1 year after the date of enactment of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act of 2004, each state shall have in place a performance plan that evaluates that State’s efforts to implement the requirements and purposes of this part and describes how the State will improve such implementation.”

The Conference Committee Report accompanying IDEA 2004, provides additional statements from the Congress on the importance of federal monitoring: “The Conferees believe that accurate decision making with regard to enforcement of the IDEA is required in order to: (1) ensure that federal dollars are being spent productively on education, and, (2) to ensure that monitoring and enforcement is administered fairly. It is our expectation that state performance plans, indicators, and targets will be developed with broad stakeholder input and public dissemination” (italics added).   
This document describes the development, implementation, and continuation of Stakeholder Groups as one way to meet the requirement to have “broad stakeholder input.”  Such as group can be applied to the state performance plan process and subsequent activities of improvement and annual reporting. There are four sections: 1) purposes and composition; 2) roles and expectations; 3) stakeholder input; and 4) ongoing involvement.

Purposes and Composition

A strong commitment on the part of the State agency to stakeholder involvement including empowering the group to make decisions on behalf of the State agency is fundamental to the stakeholder process.  An effective Stakeholder group provides a feedback loop among the State and represented constituency groups ensuring the availability of necessary information on which critical decisions can be made.

The purpose for a particular stakeholder group may be advisory for a specific topic, for example monitoring, and the group may exist for a limited time. However, the purpose of the group may be more broad-reaching and have multiple advisory and participatory decision making roles in improvement and general supervisory issues facing a state. For example, the group may assist the State in identifying the goals for improvement and indicators for selection of districts for on-site monitoring.

A diverse group of stakeholders represents many voices. It must include decision-makers from agencies within the State with an interest in the development and education of children and youth with disabilities.  It must also include strong consumer representation. Given the increased national and state attention on accountability, the types of decisions stakeholders are now required to make are critical to State accountability for results. Decisions regarding services to children and families as well as targets for child and student outcomes are extremely high stake and require thoughtful discussions, perspectives, and support of all parties vested in improving results.  In order for the State to speak with one collective voice, careful thought should be given into the representation on a stakeholder group. 
Recommended Part B stakeholder group membership includes:
· Parents and families
· Parent organizations
· Former/current special education students

· Special Education Administrators

· Advocates

· General Educators

· Special Educators

· Institutions of Higher Learning

· Educational Associations
· School Boards Association

· Part C Lead Agency and/or Early Childhood State Representative 
· Liaison between the IDEA Advisory Panel

· State Legislative Education Committee Chairs
· State Education Agency 
Recommended Part C stakeholder group membership includes:
· Parents and families
· Advocates
· Parent/Family organizations

· Administrators
· Institutions of Higher Learning

· Local public and private providers

· Early Childhood Provider Associations

· Community Services (Head Start, Child Care)

· Liaison between the State Interagency Coordinating Council 

· Part B State Agency

· State Legislative Education/Health Committee Chairs
· State Lead Agency
In order to avoid the perception of favoritism by the State agency, members of the stakeholder group should be appointed by the constituency they represent.  Therefore, the State should request that parent groups, advocacy groups, educational agencies, educational associations, provider associations, local program administrators, and others appoint a representative to the stakeholder group. This method of gaining diverse representation promises a fair and unbiased appointment on the part of the State agency.  It is also recommended that membership on the stakeholder group is limited to one person per organization.  This would include membership of the State agency if and when state agency membership is appropriate.  The exception may be families, parents, and individuals with disabilities for which there may be several representatives due to their unique perspectives.  
It is critical that the composition of the stakeholder group represent the diversity of the State’s population. Ensuring diverse representation includes considerations of geography, race/ethnicity, gender, and other characteristics important to a particular State to include when desiring broad stakeholder input.

Roles and Expectations

When stakeholder groups are initially formed, they may need to meet as frequently as monthly or quarterly to build a common knowledge base and sense of group cohesion. Also, in times when the State needs specific input and involvement, such as the State Performance Plan, the group may meet more frequently to ensure the feedback loop among the State and constituency groups represented.

Roles
Roles may include:
· Analyzing state data to determine state goals and targets for children and youth with disabilities
· Determining “priorities” that are critical to continuous improvement
· Reviewing baseline information and recommending rigorous and measurable targets for required indicators in the SPP;
· Recommending Improvement Activities/Timelines/Resources necessary to achieve measurable and rigorous targets set for specific indicators in the SPP; 
· Sharing information about performance and progress of children and youth with disabilities with the constituency in which they represent
· Identifying which priorities will trigger district selection for on-site monitoring visit
· Identifying and discussing areas of need from constituency perspective for targeted technical assistance and training
· Reviewing results of previous monitoring to critically evaluate the efforts of the State and to make recommendations for enhancement 
· On an annual basis, through the APR process, reviewing progress made toward the measurable and rigorous targets set in the SPP, discussing improvement activities completed and providing explanation of progress or slippage, and assisting the state in making necessary revisions, with justifications to the proposed targets/improvement activities/timelines and resources.
· Publicly supporting and defending priority areas, targets, and state goals as defined by the stakeholder group
Expectations

Each Stakeholder should be asked to meet certain expectations as a member of the group.  Expectations include:

· A strong commitment to continuous improvement

· A strong commitment to improving systems for children and youth with disabilities and their families
· A willingness to listen and consider all points of view

· A trust that all members are coming to the table in good faith
· Being a positive spokesperson with their constituents. 

· Good attendance and participation at meetings

Stakeholder Input
Group facilitation

Critical to the success of the decision making process used by the stakeholders is the involvement of a skilled facilitator.  Depending on the purpose and intended outcome of the stakeholder meeting, it may or may not be appropriate for the facilitator to be an employee of the State agency.  Stakeholder agreement on the background and association of the facilitator should be solicited by the State agency prior to the face-to-face meeting in order to avoid concern that can delay the work of the group.

In order to assure that the roles and expectations are adhered to by individual members and by the group as a whole, time should be spent at the first meeting creating a list of “ground rules.”  Ground rules will define expectations for individual and group behaviors and will serve as guidelines for how the group will work together.   Ground rules must be written down, posted, and reviewed at the beginning of each meeting.   It may be necessary for the stakeholder group to revise or add ground rules as their work evolves, new members are added, or behaviors of individuals and the group suggest changes are necessary.

One of the most important ground rules, depending on the intended outcome, and task at hand, is agreement by the stakeholder group on what constitutes a “decision”.  In other words, will decisions of the group be determined through consensus building or by voting.  There may be times when the State agency has restrictions or legislative requirements dictating the process the group will use to make a decision but in lieu of that the stakeholder group must agree on the method they will use.  

There are many processes the facilitator may consider using when facilitating the work of the group.  Whichever process is chosen must be reflective of active-learning whereby members are engaged and have equal opportunity for interaction.  For large groups it may be necessary to divide members into smaller diverse groups for a more meaningful dialogue and to ensure all voices are heard.  If the size of the group allows, having each member participate and interact through a “round robin” exercise is also effective in ensuring all members are engaged and have an opportunity to be heard.   

Regardless of the process used, as many iterations as necessary must be allowed to afford the stakeholder group every opportunity to reach genuine consensus or to come to the point where all members are prepared to vote.  The State must understand and be prepared that it could potentially take several meetings before the stakeholders are able and willing to make decisions.  In some cases, time may need to be spent building relationships and trust among members of the stakeholders and the State agency.  It is critical that the facilitator engage all stakeholder members into the process and to evaluate each meeting through stakeholder input.  This evaluative feedback should be used to modify future meetings.

Data Analyses

It is vitally important to the work of the stakeholder group to have the data needed to make informed decisions.  Whether the purpose of the stakeholder group meeting is to identify goals for improvement of results for children and youth with disabilities, develop measurable and rigorous targets, choose priorities for onsite monitoring, or identify areas for specific targeted assistance, knowing the current performance of the state and, when possible, seeing the trend data over previous years strengthens the common knowledge base.

There are several uses of data for decision making that must be considered when these data are presented to stakeholders.  Data presented may be used by the group in one or a combination of these ways.  For example, data may be used to 

1. Describe performance or benefit of compliance.

2. Track and report continuous improvement and trends

3. Select districts/programs for more intensive monitoring and targeted assistance.

4. Monitor in a focused manner and using data for hypothesis generation and analysis.

5. Validate the “effect” of efforts and corrective actions.

6. Plan and evaluate results.

It is the State’s responsibility to identify specific data and methods of presentation to the stakeholders.  In the context of the State Performance Plan, the State would want to provide data on each of the required indicators.  For example, the Part B indicator for graduation rate, the State would present the federally reported 618 data to show performance over several years, noting if there were changes in requirements or diploma types during those years.  Additionally, States able to make the comparisons between the graduation rates of students with and without disabilities would present those data.  An emphasis on data does not, however, mean that data presentation must become burdensome; it does mean that the method of calculation should be clearly interpretable, comparisons comparable, and graphic presentations accurate and clear.  In the graduation example, the data could be presented in table format across time and comparatively by groups or in graphs showing the performance of students with disabilities across years and in comparison to students without disabilities.
In the context of identifying areas for improvement and in the context of Part C, the state might present data showing the percent of infants and toddlers with IFSPs who primarily receive early intervention services in the home or programs for typically developing children.  Again data should be shown over several years for the stakeholders to gain a sense of perspective.  These data could then evoke discussion by the stakeholders about the current performance and what would be considered the most appropriate measurable and rigorous targets.
One of the roles for stakeholders is to assist the State in setting targets for performance.  Bringing their diverse perspectives, values, and hopes together, the stakeholders can have rich discussions on what target would constitute progress and acceptable performance for performance indicators.  Also, within the context of the State Performance Plan which requires that measurable and rigorous targets be set, the stakeholders serve a valuable role in decision making.

In presenting the data, it is the State’s responsibility to discuss implications of specific decisions.  For example, in the instance of Part B educational settings indicator for school aged children, it needs to be emphasized that decisions of least restrictive environment are individually determined by IEP committees.  This, in setting the target for the percent of students with disabilities ages 6 – 21 served outside general education less than 21% of the school day, individual nature of the indicator must be considered.  Similarly, for the Part C indicator of percent of infants and toddlers with IFSPs, discussions need to center around, for example, what are the child find and identification issues and what are expectations of desired performance given the state’s eligibility definition.  
Decisions also convey values.  As in the example of graduation earlier, setting targets that are appreciably lower than might be expected of students without disabilities makes a statement of what is believed about the potential performance of students with disabilities.
As stakeholders have opportunities to learn from the data and discussions, they may request additional comparisons or analyses.  The State should consider these requests and, when these data would add to the knowledge and insights of the group and add to their decision making power, provide the additional analyses.  Should data requested not be available, the State needs to explore with the stakeholders possible means of gathering the data and potential future value of the requested data.
In addition to the informative role of data, data serve an evaluative role.  The stakeholders must be updated at least annually on the performance of the state in relation to State goals for improvement, State Performance Plan indicators, and monitoring priorities.  These updates show the State’s current progress in comparison to the previous year or years and to the targets set.  Through these comparisons the stakeholders can serve the role of critically evaluating the efforts of the state and can make recommendations.  Providing the stakeholders with updates also upholds the integrity of the feedback loop process.

Ongoing Involvement

As was noted above, there is an expectation of ongoing involvement of stakeholders.  This expectation is borne from the need to continue the feedback process as the State works to continually improve the results for children and youth with disabilities and their families.  It is both a philosophical and practical consideration.  Philosophically, by continuing to involve stakeholders the State is clearly stating the importance of diverse perspective and voices in improving results for children and youth and their families.  From a practical standpoint, by continuing to request the involvement of the stakeholder group, the State is able to maintain the momentum of participatory discussion and decisions making.
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