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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION TO DESK MONITORING 

In recent years, the role of data in assessing performance has entered center stage in adult 
education. Beginning with the implementation of the National Reporting System (NRS) in 2000, 
states have had to report to the U.S. Department of Education outcome data on students attending 
local adult literacy programs, including educational gain, entry into employment, transition to 
postsecondary education, and attainment of a secondary school credential. In addition, many states 
have their own reporting requirements, sometimes more rigorous than that of the NRS. Programs, 
schools, and teachers must demonstrate they are reaching their targets for student achievement, 
enrollment goals, contact and service hours, and other performance goals by collecting and 
submitting data to state education agencies. Although the Workforce Investment Act (WIA), which 
establishes federal funding for adult literacy programs, does not require it, several states have also 
implemented performance-based funding. As a result of these trends, the monitoring of local program 
performance and program activities has become an essential element of state accountability systems. 

The rationale behind these requirements is the belief that quality programs produce good 
outcomes and, conversely, that a focus on these outcomes will result in higher quality programs. 
Although a relationship certainly exists between outcomes and good program practice, the 
relationship is complex and does not happen automatically. For students to acquire literacy skills and 
achieve measurable outcomes, for example, there must be effective instruction, professional 
development to train teachers, and valid and reliable assessment. In addition, the program must have 
good data collection and reporting procedures. The complexities of these processes—which occur 
within the uneven resources, varying staffing patterns, and students with widely varying skills and 
goals that are typical of most adult education programs—often create a tenuous relationship between 
processes and outcomes. 

Importance of Monitoring Performance 

To understand what programs do and how their procedures affect performance, states 
monitor local program activities and outcomes. Data on program staffing, instruction, contact hours, 
student characteristics, student outcomes, professional development, and financial information 
collected through monitoring activities allow states not only to evaluate program outcomes but also 
to ensure that programs are meeting grant requirements, following required procedures and policies, 
and providing quality services. States use information derived from monitoring in the following 
ways. 

····  Meet state and NRS accountability requirements. Student outcome data from 
monitoring can tell states how programs are doing toward NRS and state accountability 
goals and whether they are meeting performance standards set by the state or in grant 
requirements. 

····  Implement and evaluate progress toward state policy objectives. States can 
implement policy by setting requirements for program activities and performance and 
gauge the success of these policies with monitoring data. For example, if state policy is 
for programs to provide more intensive instruction to achieve educational gains, 
monitoring data on related measures can help the state track and evaluate progress toward 
these goals. 
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····  Promote program improvement. Data from monitoring allows states to evaluate and 
rank program performance in multiple ways and to identify lower-performing programs 
for technical assistance. This information also allows states to identify areas in need of 
assistance and thereby target assistance more efficiently. 

····  Identify effective programs and practice. Just as states can use monitoring data to 
identify programs and areas of low performance, the same information will help identify 
good performance. By focusing on programs that are successful, states can identify 
effective practice to transfer to other programs. States can also enlist staff from more 
successful programs to help their peers adopt better practices. 

Program monitoring is nothing new. Oversight of local programs has always been a routine 
part of administrative procedures. States review grant applications, periodic progress reports, and 
financial reports and conduct on-site monitoring of local programs. A team of staff from the state 
office periodically visits programs and typically interviews staff, observes classes, speaks with 
students, and reviews procedures to ensure compliance with state requirements, to check that the 
program is providing quality service, and to identify technical assistance needs. Because of the time 
and expense required to conduct monitoring visits, these visits occur annually or less frequently, 
especially in large states where it may take state staff two to three years to visit all programs.  

Desk Monitoring 

With the advent of increased accountability requirements, however, the need for data to 
demonstrate high performance has substantially increased the monitoring burden for states. At the 
same time, funding for adult education programs has remained level or decreased in some states, 
while transportation and travel costs have increased significantly. The time and cost of on-site 
monitoring make it impossible for states to use it as their sole or primary way of tracking program 
performance and compliance. Fortunately, all states now have data systems and can use these data to 
perform many monitoring functions. Through the use of these data, desk monitoring is becoming an 
effective and efficient way to assist states in meeting their monitoring needs.  

Desk monitoring is an approach to reviewing and tracking program performance by using 
data from your state system and other quantitative data. Using a structured format, local programs 
provide these data regularly (e.g., monthly, quarterly) to the state office where state staff can review 
them to guide program review activities, inform technical assistance plans, and promote program 
improvement. 

Desk monitoring offers significant advantages over on-site monitoring. Because it relies 
primarily on data that programs already collect and report, it is inexpensive to implement and, once 
established, requires little additional burden to local programs. Programs can submit data 
electronically, eliminating the need for travel and staff time out of the office. Because desk 
monitoring uses quantitative data, you can use it to establish trends and compare programs’ 
performance over time or to state standards. With desk monitoring reports, state staff can 
communicate on a regular basis with local staff about performance, technical assistance, and 
anticipated changes, rather than only once a year or more, as might occur with infrequent on-site 
monitoring. 

Despite its significant advantages, desk monitoring can never completely substitute for 
on-site monitoring because desk monitoring cannot collect direct information on a program’s 
processes and procedures. Program activities such as goal setting, instruction, and assessment 
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procedures cannot be quantified, and you can evaluate them only through observation. Moreover, 
desk monitoring does not allow interaction with program staff or students or allow first-hand 
observation of the program environment and setting. Such experiences often add an insight into 
programs that desk monitoring cannot provide. Exhibit 1-1 summarizes the advantages and 
disadvantages of desk monitoring reviews. 

Exhibit 1-1 
Advantages and Disadvantages of Desk Monitoring 

Advantages Disadvantages 

Programs can submit data and reports 
electronically.  

Assumes data are accurate; requires good 
data quality and trust in the data. 

State can make more efficient use of staff 
time; reviews can be built into regular 
workloads over time. 

Does not allow for the voices/perspectives of 
multiple local staff members. 

Data are quantitative and can be compared 
with previous years’ data or with state 
standards. Most data are already collected 
for NRS and other accountability 
requirements. 

Cannot collect qualitative measures or 
interaction (e.g., intake processes, 
professional development activities, and 
instructional measures). 

No travel is required; there is no time out of 
the office and no travel expenses. 

Gives static view of program without dynamic 
interaction with local program staff in context. 

Desk monitoring works most effectively when it is integrated with the state’s system for 
on-site monitoring and technical assistance approach to promoting program improvement. 
Exhibit 1-2 illustrates the relationship among the types of monitoring, technical assistance, and 
program improvement efforts. You can use the findings from desk reviews to focus the 
more-intensive on-site reviews and to identify technical assistance needs. Alternatively, on-site 
reviews can identify the need for more-intensive desk monitoring. Coordinating both approaches will 
allow states to make the most efficient use of data to evaluate programs and promote your 
improvement efforts. 
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An Approach to Desk Monitoring 

We prepared this guide for state and local adult education staff interested in developing a 
desk monitoring approach within their state. We present a comprehensive approach to developing, 
implementing, and using desk monitoring that includes four steps. 

1. Design a monitoring tool. A desk monitoring tool is a reporting format that includes 
all the measures you will use and a basis for evaluating programs, such as 
performance targets, past years’ trends or performance of other programs, and a 
summative rubric. The rubric allows for summary scores of performance based on all 
or a selective weighting of the measures. 

2. Plan and develop desk monitoring procedures. Introducing desk monitoring is 
often a significant change for local programs and requires an approach to planning 
and development that includes integrating it into your overall monitoring and 
administrative procedures, collaborating with local program staff, field testing, and 
training. 

3. Implement desk monitoring. Once developed, getting desk monitoring to work to 
help improve program performance requires sufficient resources, including staff and 
time to review data and work with programs, a data system that allows state and local 
staff easy and timely access to data and reports, and acceptance of the system as a 
valuable improvement to performance monitoring. 

4. Use and evaluate desk monitoring. When used effectively, desk monitoring 
provides an objective basis for identifying high- and low-performing programs, a 
basis for rewarding and sanctioning programs on the basis of performance, and a way 
to identify technical assistance needs. 

To inform this approach and other recommendations in this guide, we consulted with five 
states—Colorado, Kansas, Massachusetts, Ohio, and Texas—that have developed and are using 
aspects of desk monitoring as part of their state monitoring approach. We have synthesized their 
wisdom and insights into our guidance and illustrate many of our recommendations with concrete 
examples from their experiences. The appendix to the guide includes detailed summaries of the 
approach of each state. We also consulted with New York state staff on their monitoring approach, 
many aspects of which are relevant to desk monitoring. 

Desk Monitoring Tool 

To assist states in designing desk monitoring procedures, we developed the NRS Desk 
Monitoring Tool, a series of spreadsheets that includes more than 25 measures of student outcomes, 
data collection procedures, and program processes that are important for program monitoring. Using 
the tool, you can select the measures most relevant to your state and design a desk monitoring report 
that you can use to collect data from local programs. You can also design the report to include trends, 
comparison data, or performance targets to use to evaluate local performance. 

The desk monitoring tool provides a simple way to explore different approaches to desk 
monitoring. Once the report is designed, you can integrate it into your state data system so that local 
programs can generate and submit it regularly to the state office. You can also develop formats for 
displaying the data so that state and local staff can easily understand and review their data, track their 



 

Desk Monitoring: Improving Program Performance 5 

ongoing progress, and monitor program improvement efforts. To assist in reporting, we have also 
developed two templates to use with the desk monitoring tool to illustrate ways to display and use 
data.  

Overview of Guide  

The remainder of this guide explains our four-step approach for developing and using desk 
monitoring. In chapter 2, Essential Elements: Designing a Desk Monitoring Tool, we discuss how to 
develop a reporting tool that captures data essential for desk monitoring from local programs. We 
discuss what outcome, data process, and program process measures to include and also discuss the 
importance of including evaluative criteria, such as trend data or state performance standards, as a 
basis for comparison of local performance. A successful monitoring tool also has a rubric to 
summarize the performance data collected from local programs. 

Chapter 3, Planning, Implementing, and Using Desk Monitoring, reviews the processes of 
starting and sustaining desk monitoring in your state and using desk monitoring data. It discusses the 
importance of integrating desk monitoring into on-site monitoring and other types of approaches to 
tracking program performance, obtaining support and buy-in from local program staff, pilot testing, 
and training. The chapter also reviews the importance of a good data system for desk monitoring and 
offers ideas for using data to reward program performance and identify technical assistance needs. 
Throughout this chapter, we draw on the experiences from the states we consulted that have 
developed and use desk monitoring to inform our guidance.  Appendix A to this guide contains 
summaries of the desk monitoring approaches of the five states we consulted that use desk 
monitoring approaches. 

This guide is the seventh in a series of guides designed to assist states in implementing the 
NRS and using NRS data to promote program improvement. The NRS project staff at the American 
Institutes for Research developed all these guides through projects funded by the Office of 
Vocational and Adult Education (OVAE), Division of Adult Education and Literacy (DAEL). 
Readers interested in more information about the NRS, including requirements and policy, should 
consult the NRS Implementation Guidelines or the NRS project website, www.nrsweb.org. 
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CHAPTER 2 
ESSENTIAL ELEMENTS: DESIGNING  

A DESK MONITORING TOOL 

A desk monitoring approach to tracking and evaluating local program performance is 
attractive to state administrators because of its relative ease and efficiency of implementation. State 
staff can design monitoring tools that put into a structured format the information that local programs 
already submit and allows both state and local staff to track program activities and progress. Desk 
monitoring also provides a mechanism for regular communication between state and local programs 
regarding unanticipated changes or needs for technical assistance. 

How well a desk monitoring approach succeeds in these functions, however, depends on 
whether the process includes a monitoring tool that incorporates essential elements of a good desk 
monitoring system. In this chapter, we review these essential elements: 

1. Measures tied to state priorities that accurately reflect performance, 

2. Evaluative standards or other benchmarks that define good performance, and a  

3. A summative rubric that characterizes overall program performance.  

The chapter presents a comprehensive set of measures to include in a desk monitoring tool 
and explains how to use the measures to evaluate program performance.  

Before You Start… 

A monitoring tool serves as a reporting format through which local programs submit data to 
the state office. The first step in developing this tool is to decide on the measures you will use to 
evaluate program performance. Some of the measures you select will be those required by the NRS, 
grant requirements, or other accountability needs. However, you will want to include other measures 
to help you understand your local programs’ procedures and how the programs collect data. 
Developing a desk monitoring tool requires the state to select a manageable number of measures that 
will meet these goals. 

To guide the selection of measures, your state needs a clear policy and direction for 
programs. You need to have a clear idea of the outcomes you want programs to achieve that will 
define quality. For example, state policies on contact hours, number and type of students a program 
should enroll, and the outcomes expected, such as completing educational levels or promoting GED 
test passage, will guide the selection of measures. The old adage “you measure what you treasure” 
sums it up. 

Data quality is a second critical consideration guiding the selection of measures. Make sure 
that local programs are able to collect and report the information required by desk monitoring in a 
valid and reliable way. The measures will not help—or worse, will hinder—efforts at program 
improvement if they do not accurately reflect performance. Often it takes a year or two of using desk 
monitoring before data quality is satisfactory for some measures, an issue to which we return in more 
detail in Chapter 3. 
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Measures 

The nature of desk monitoring requires quantitative measures of program performance and 
activities. While the level of quantification can be minimal—a percentage, or the presence or absence 
of an activity, for example—only quantitative measures will allow you to collect the objective 
indicators needed to take advantage of the positive aspects of the desk monitoring process. Use of 
quantitative measures means that you cannot evaluate some areas related to program performance 
through desk monitoring, but does not limit you as much as may first appear. An effective desk 
monitoring tool can include quantitative indicators that reflect many critical program activities and 
procedures. 

However, having the right measures in your desk monitoring instrument is much more 
important than whether the measures are quantitative or qualitative. Measures that reflect state 
policies and goals can help you understand how the program is performing and help you implement 
program improvement efforts; they are the measures that make desk monitoring effective. 
Three types of measures are needed for an effective data monitoring instrument: outcome measures, 
data process measures, and program process measures. 

Exhibit 2-1 summarizes the types of measures and their interrelationship. Outcome measures 
report on student performance and reflect the ultimate goals of adult literacy education: teaching 
literacy skills and helping students achieve their educational goals. Data process measures are not 
direct measures of data collection activities but provide indicators of the procedures that programs 
follow to collect data. Likewise, program process measures are indicators of the program activities 
that are the basis of an adult education program and that affect student performance, such as 
recruitment, instruction, and professional development. 

Outcome Measures 

Student outcomes are the central element of desk monitoring. Desk monitoring instruments 
must include the core NRS outcome measures of educational gain and the follow-up measures of 
receipt of a secondary credential, entry into postsecondary education, and entered and retained 
employment. Because these are required NRS measures, all programs already collect them and can 
report them in a desk monitoring approach. For educational gain, programs simply record the number 
of students enrolled and the number who advanced one or more levels in each of the 12 NRS levels 
and additional state-specific levels, if any. For the follow-up measures, a basic monitoring instrument 
collects the number of students with the outcome goal and information on whether they achieved that 
goal. 

Many states have additional outcome measures that also should be included in desk 
monitoring if they are important for assessing and understanding local performance. For example, 
some states measure family literacy outcomes, success in passing the citizenship test or achieving 
citizenship, and student gains in earning following employment. 
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Data Process Measures 

Although a desk monitoring instrument can consist solely of outcome measures, these 
measures by themselves are not usually sufficient for understanding program performance. Measures 
of data processes will greatly enhance your ability to assess how programs are collecting the outcome 
measures and whether they are following procedures that affect data quality. For this reason, several 
states require local programs to demonstrate they are following prescribed data collection procedures 
that are monitored. 

The data process measures used for desk monitoring should have a relationship to data 
quality to be effective; the closer the relationship, the more powerful the measure. The NRS 
Guidelines, Guide for Improving NRS Data Quality, and the NRS Data Quality Checklist provide 
guidance on the types of measures of data collection processes that are important for desk 
monitoring. Such measures should reflect program assessment procedures that affect educational 
gain and goal setting and follow-up procedures that affect postsecondary enrollment, employment, 
and postsecondary credential attainment measures. 

Assessment procedures. Determining educational gain requires programs to pre- and 
posttest students with standardized assessments. Programs must follow the state NRS assessment 
policy that describes which assessment the programs can use, when to administer the pretest, when to 
posttest, and how to match scores on the assessment to NRS levels. Obtaining posttests of students is 
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a critical element of educational gain measures because programs cannot determine NRS educational 
level advancement or completion without a posttest. Other factors that affect valid assessment 
include using equated alternate forms of the same test for pre- and posttesting (or using a 
computer-adapted test that ensures students get minimal non-overlapping items) and training staff on 
test administration. 

As a state monitor, you want to know whether programs are following the state assessment 
policies, especially in regard to the number and percentage of students that are pre- and posttested 
and the time between the two assessments. Programs that pre- and posttest high percentages of their 
students at the appropriate times will have more accurate and valid measures of educational gain 
across the levels. The following quantitative measures reflecting these assessment processes are 
amenable to a desk monitoring approach. 

····  Number and percentage of students pretested by a set time. Knowing the proportion 
of students pretested within a certain time (e.g., at intake, two weeks after enrollment, by 
contact hours) allows you to ensure that programs are pretesting all students in a timely 
way. A percentage that is too low may indicate a problem with assessment procedures, 
and data quality will suffer. 

····  Number and percentage pre- and posttested. If the program is not posttesting a 
sufficient number of students, educational gain will be too low. A poor posttesting 
percentage also may indicate problems with student retention. 

····  Average contact hours between pre- and posttest. Publishers of standardized 
assessments provide guidelines for the minimum number of instructional hours before 
posttesting can detect gains. State NRS assessment policy should establish the time, 
based on these guidelines, when programs are to posttest. A measure of average contact 
hours between pre- and posttesting allows a desk monitor to determine whether programs 
are adhering to this time. 

A desk monitoring tool can include these measures by level, separately for ABE and ESL 
students, or aggregated for the program overall. If programs vary in the assessments they use, it is 
also be advisable to have separate measures for each assessment. 

A desk monitoring approach can also track whether programs follow the other NRS 
requirements for valid assessments (e.g., using a state NRS–approved assessment, using alternate 
forms or items in the pre- posttesting process, using scores to place students within NRS levels), but 
it is better to do so through quality control procedures within the program. For example, the NRS 
data system could have error checks to verify the use of correct assessments and alternate forms and 
automatically assign students into levels on the basis of test scores. Problems in these areas require 
immediate correction and would take too long to identify and correct through desk monitoring. 
Training local staff in the proper administration of assessment, also a critical part of valid assessment 
procedures, is a professional development issue, which we will discuss later. 

Goal setting and orientation. The NRS follow-up measures of entered and retained 
employment, entry into postsecondary education or training, and receipt of a secondary credential are 
often the most difficult measures for local programs because collecting them involves several 
complicated and interrelated procedures. Programs must have a good orientation and goal-setting 
process to ensure that appropriate follow-up goals are set, and they need procedures for tracking 
students. Programs that use the survey method for collecting follow-up measures must also have 
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procedures for contacting students and achieving a sufficient response rate for a valid survey. For 
data matching approaches, it is critical to ensure that programs collect students’ Social Security 
numbers accurately. 

It is especially important to monitor local program procedures in each of these areas 
frequently because of the timely nature of the follow-up measures. If programs do not identify 
problems and errors early in the process, too much time may elapse before students can be identified 
and contacted for correction, resulting in lost information. Desk monitoring can provide the 
information needed to prevent this problem. 

Programs’ goal-setting and orientation procedures are complex and difficult to capture 
quantitatively. A full review and understanding of them require observation and discussion with 
program staff. Nonetheless, a monitoring instrument can include some indicators that provide useful 
information about the outcome of the process. Like other measures, you can use these measures to 
help you understand data quality and as a way to induce programs to follow good goal-setting 
procedures. Three simple measures will serve these purposes.  

····  Number of students who completed the goal-setting process. Besides being good 
program practice, goal setting is essential for identifying students with NRS follow-up 
goals. Although this measure cannot tell the quality of the goal-setting process, knowing 
the number of students who completed it can indicate how thoroughly the program is 
performing goal setting. A low number can alert you to problems. 

····  Time goal setting was completed. Programs need to conduct goal setting as part of the 
enrollment process or soon thereafter. Student goals also change over time, and programs 
may need to revise them. A measure of when the goal setting occurred relative to student 
enrollment allows a state monitor to verify that the process was at an appropriate time. 
Program can report this time in contact hours or days after student intake. 

····  Number of students with goals. On the one hand, it is tempting to underreport follow-up 
goals by setting few of them or setting goals only for students who are very likely to 
achieve them. This approach saves programs from having to conduct follow-up activities 
and helps ensure that a higher percentage of students achieve the goal. On the other hand, 
overreporting the number of students with follow-up goals by setting them 
inappropriately results in unnecessary follow-up and artificially low performance. 
Tracking the number of students who have each of the four follow-up goals provides a 
gauge for whether goal setting is reasonable and appropriate for a program, in light of its 
past performance and type of students it serves.  

As with the assessment measures, a desk monitoring tool can include these measures by 
level, separately for ABE and ESL students, or aggregated for the program overall. 

Follow-up procedures. A second data process related to the NRS follow-up measures are the 
procedures programs used to keep track of students and collect the measures after students exit the 
program. Collecting these measures requires programs to contact students through a phone survey or 
requires the state to use data matching, in which student record are matched with another data base 
(e.g., unemployment insurance records, GED test records) to verify whether the student achieved the 
outcome. Many states use a combination of methods. 

To provide valid data, telephone surveys must have a high response, which for the NRS is a 
minimum of 50 percent. The most challenging aspect of conducting surveys is locating students after 
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they exit to collect data and achieve this level of response. In addition, the NRS employment 
measures are time bound: entered employment must be collected after the first quarter after exit and 
retained employment after the third post-exit quarter. States relying on data matching are spared 
having to conduct a survey but must collect students’ Social Security numbers. These requirements 
suggest two measures for desk monitoring. 

····  Number of students contacted by time. Data on how many students the program is 
reaching and whether it is contacting the students regularly and within the correct time 
frame allow desk monitors to know whether the survey is on track toward reaching 
students and achieving a good response rate. Programs could report this number in total 
or broken down by each of the four follow-up measures. 

····  Number of students with Social Security numbers. The biggest obstacle to collecting 
follow-up measures through data matching is missing students’ Social Security numbers. 
Regularly monitoring the proportion of Social Security numbers programs have collected 
allows staff to identify and correct potential problems before it is too late. 

Keeping track of survey response rates, when programs conduct their surveys, and whether 
programs are collecting Social Security numbers will minimize missing data and improve the validity 
of follow-up measures. 

Program Process Measures 

Program process measures provide indicators of the services that programs provide and how 
the program works—the procedures and services performed that affect outcomes. Although outcome 
measures tell us what students are achieving and data process measures provide indicators of 
procedures affecting data collection, program process measures indicate what actually goes on in the 
program to produce the outcomes. Accountability systems like the NRS assume that good outcomes 
result from good programs. Including measures of program processes in desk monitoring allows you 
to verify this assumption. These measures also help you understand why a program is performing the 
way it is and offer clues for identifying reasons for good and poor performance to guide program 
improvement efforts. 

Most states have general indicators of good program performance that they use in monitoring 
and evaluating programs. In the early 1990s, the National Literacy Act (NLA) required states to 
develop model indicators of program quality for adult education. Using the model indicators 
developed by OVAE, most states developed quality indicators to define good program policy and 
practice in the following areas:  

·  Recruitment and enrollment 
·  Retention and attendance 
·  Professional development and staff 
·  Curriculum and instruction 
·  Support services 

Many states continue to use these indicators to guide their program monitoring and program 
improvement efforts.  

A thorough examination of program process based on quality indicators requires more direct 
observation and contact with programs through on-site monitoring. However, you can include in a 
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desk monitoring instrument several simple measures of program process that can provide good 
indicators of program quality. Integrating such measures into desk monitoring creates a 
comprehensive approach to program monitoring that integrates program processes with student 
outcomes. Kansas, for example, uses quality indicators as part of its desk monitoring approach, as 
summarized in Exhibit 2-2. 

Exhibit 2-2 
Kansas Program Quality Indicators for Monitoring  

Program Design 

·  The program design and program processes for all program sites incorporate the Comprehensive 
Adult Education Planner. 

·  The program services, including instructional activities and support services, and scheduling reflect 
the needs of the community. 

Technology 

·  The program has a technology plan and incorporates the use of current technology into instruction. 
·  The Program provides technology-specific instruction including current computer applications and 

use of internet. 

Teacher Quality 

·  Paid instructional and administrative staff has appropriate educational backgrounds. 
·  Paid instructional and administrative staff is currently Kansas Adult Education Association (KAEA) 

credentialed. 
·  Professional development provided with federal funds results in the program meeting its program 

improvement plan. 

Collaboration with Partners 

·  The program collaborates with multiple partners to provide quality services to adult learners. 
·  The program seeks and responds to input from local stakeholders regarding planning for local 

services. 

Cost Effectiveness 

·  The program provides quality adult education services at a cost per outcome that is aligned with the 
state average. 

Recruitment and enrollment. The type of student a program serves affects many aspects of 
program performance. For example, programs that serve students at higher literacy levels will use 
different instruction and outcomes than programs that serve low-literate students. For this reason, 
states often set enrollment requirements for programs as a way to implement policy goals, such as 
improving service to specific populations and increasing employment or postsecondary transition. 
Knowing student characteristics provides a context for understanding the program and its outcomes 
and is also a means for monitoring program compliance toward enrollment goals set in grant 
requirements. 

A desk monitoring instrument can include the total enrollment of students and the number 
and proportion of students by characteristics of interest, for example, age, ethnicity, or literacy level. 
Measures on student enrollment in a program provide an indicator of recruitment practices, and 
problems can raise a red flag that such practices may need to improve. 

Retention and attendance. Measures of student attendance and retention allow you to track 
whether students are receiving sufficient number of contact hours to make gains. If educational level 
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completions are low, for example, you can examine the number of student attendance hours to see 
whether they also are too low to expect gains. In addition, a review of contact hours also gives a state 
monitor a convenient way to verify that a local program is providing the number of instructional 
hours required by its grant. Requiring programs to report through desk monitoring their average total 
student attendance hours, and hours broken down by NRS level or student demographics factors, is a 
simple way to obtain this information. 

Another measure helpful in monitoring retention is the number and percentage of students 
who exit the program before completing a level. Regular monitoring of this information will alert 
programs of the need for changes and improvements in their student retention practices. Many 
programs try to improve retention by contacting students after a certain number of absences. If this is 
a policy in your state or program, you can track your performance in trying to reach students by 
reporting the number and percentages of students contacted after being absent as a third retention 
measure. 

A fourth measure of retention is suggested by the fact that adult literacy students often “stop 
out” of class. That is, they attend for some time, stop attending, but then return. A way to measure 
this pattern of attendance is to have programs report on the percentage of scheduled class hours 
students attend (the proportion of attended hours by scheduled hours). This measure provides an 
indication of intensity or regularity of attendance that a raw total does not. For example, if a student 
attends for 50 hours of a class scheduled for 100 hours, the measure would be 50%, or 0.5. However, 
another student in a different program who attends 50 hours in a class scheduled for 150 hours would 
get a rating of 0.33. Both students would be recorded as getting 50 hours of instruction, which might 
lead you to believe that both programs have the same level of retention. An examination of the 
proportion of scheduled hours attended, however, reveals a different pattern and leads to a different 
conclusion about the students and programs. 

Professional development and staff. A quality adult education program requires 
well-trained and experienced teachers who participate regularly in professional development 
activities. Because of the importance of good teaching and professional development, many states’ 
data systems include information about teachers. A desk monitoring tool can capture these data to 
help ensure that programs have well-trained staff and that teachers are receiving adequate training. 

A quantitative desk monitoring approach can neither capture the type and quality of 
professional development nor assess teachers’ skills and abilities. However, the following simple 
measures will provide a general picture of a program’s staff and professional development activities 
for desk monitoring. 

····  Number of credentialed teachers. Teaching credentials and college degrees are the 
most common indicators of trained teachers, but your state or programs may want to 
know about other certification or training that teachers have to meet the needs of the 
student population. These may include certification in adult education or teaching English 
as second language; expertise in subject areas, such as reading or mathematics; or 
languages spoken or other specialized skills. 

····  Number of teachers by ethnicity. This measure is informative if your state wants to 
track whether programs have culturally diverse teachers or compare teacher and student 
characteristics. 
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····  Mean hours of professional development received. Your state may have requirements 
for teachers to receive professional development annually that this measure can track. 
Including the specific topic areas covered in the training provides additional information 
that you may need for monitoring if your state has required training areas 
(e.g., assessment, NRS requirements, reading, ESL issues). 

This information can help identify programs that need additional training or technical 
assistance. 

Curriculum and instruction. The issue of whether a program is providing effective and 
quality instruction is too complex for a desk monitoring approach, which requires unambiguous 
quantitative measures. Among the factors affecting instruction are whether the content and 
approaches match the needs of students; the balance of ABE and ESL classes at appropriate levels; 
and its quality, duration, content, and pedagogy. Many states have implemented or are developing 
instructional content standards to improve quality. 

Desk monitoring is not an effective way of measuring these critical elements of instruction. 
However, you can monitor: 

····  the number and types of classes offered by educational functioning level or subject and 
····  the number of instructional hours offered for types of classes. 

Such data are useful for monitoring compliance with grant requirements and for getting a 
picture of the type of classes and intensity of instruction offered. When examined alongside outcome 
and retention measures, this information can suggest explanations for performance patterns and what 
may be working well, as well as identify areas in need of improvement. For example, few 
instructional hours and classes offered may explain low retention and educational gain within a 
program. 

Support services. Support services promote student attendance and learning by removing 
barriers to participation and providing additional assistance to aid learning. Job requirements, 
conflicting schedule demands, transportation, and child care issues are the most common reasons for 
low attendance and retention. When programs can address these problems, they can often improve 
their overall performance and retention. A measure of the number of students using these services 
can provide a way to assess both the need for these services and whether students are using them. 

Support services are costly, and most programs do not provide them directly. Instead, 
programs often have partnerships with service agencies to which they refer students. Partnerships 
may be informal or may be formalized through agreements such as memorandum of understanding. 
Collecting information on the number of students receiving or referred to support services gives 
states a straightforward way to evaluate how and whether programs are providing such services. 

Costs and expenditures. Assessing a program in terms of its cost efficiency is one of the 
most frequently used evaluation methods in all fields of service delivery. In a field such as adult 
literacy education, where resources are almost always scarce, there is great emphasis on providing 
high-quality service at lowest cost. This tension between quality and cost is what makes evaluation 
on the basis of cost measures always controversial. There is also resistance, especially in education 
and other human service areas, to reduce program effectiveness to mere dollars and cents. Yet, none 
of us can really ever ignore costs, and if used effectively, measures of cost or expenditure can be 
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successful drivers of program improvement. Expenditure is a more accurate term to use with such 
measures because costs are calculated according to the funding that is actually spent by the program. 

Developing a good measure of expenditure seems easy: typically it is the total budget or 
expenditure divided by the unit of interest (e.g., student, instructional hour). Unfortunately, it is often 
difficult to determine both numerator and denominator of this ratio. Programs sometimes receive 
state, local, and federal money and may also have in-kind contributions. To develop a fair and useful 
measure, you must first decide which funds to include and apply this fairly to all programs. In-kind 
contributions are often especially difficult to calculate and if unevenly distributed across programs 
may give an inaccurate estimate of actual expenditures. 

Once you have decided on the total budget calculation to apply to programs, what you use as 
the unit of analysis for the denominator depends on what you want to know about your program’s 
expenditures. Each measure provides different information and offers different policy implications. 
We focus on four: 

·  Expenditure per student 
·  Expenditure per outcome 
·  Expenditure per instructional hour 
·  Expenditure per student instructional hour 

Expenditure per student provides a very general, undifferentiated measure of a program’s 
expenditure and works well when all programs being compared are similar in the amount of 
instruction and services offered. Adult education programs, however, often differ significantly, and 
expenditure per student can be misleading as a measure of quality. For example, if two programs 
have the same budget but one serves more students than the other, that program may seem cheaper 
but may achieve that low expenditure through a low retention rate. Cost per outcome is powerful in 
environments that emphasize achieving outcomes efficiently. However, this measure can favor 
programs with more-advanced students who can achieve outcomes faster because time in program is 
not considered. 

Many people prefer expenditure per instructional hour as a measure because it helps focus on 
intensity of instruction, regardless of the number of students served or outcomes achieved. A 
program providing more hours of instruction will be less expensive with this measure regardless of 
how many students it serves than a program with the same budget that provides fewer hours. The 
expenditure per student instructional hour measure uses the average instructional hour per student as 
the unit of analysis. This approach is attractive to states and programs that want to promote retention 
because programs with higher average attendance per student have lower expenditures on this 
measure. 

Because expenditure is calculated using measures already collected for other reasons, it is 
easy to examine with desk monitoring if the program budget is known. States can use several or all of 
the measures, depending on their needs and priorities. States that use expenditure measures report 
that the measures often make programs think about costs in new ways. Colorado, for example, noted 
that its measure of expenditure per learner hour of instruction was its best predictor of performance 
because it encouraged student retention. 

Exhibit 2-3 presents a summary of all the measures discussed in this section. Exhibit 2-4 
shows Ohio’s desk monitoring form.  Appendix A provides complete information about the measures 
used by five states. 
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Exhibit 2-3 
Summary of Suggested Measures for Desk Monitoring 

Outcome Measures 

·  Educational level completion (one for each NRS or state level or combined) 
·  Receipt of secondary credential (adult high school diploma or GED test) 
·  Entry into postsecondary education 
·  Entered employment 
·  Retained employment 

Data Process Measures 

·  Number and percentage of students pretested by a set time 
·  Number and percentage pre- and posttested 
·  Average contact hours between pre- and posttest 
·  Number of students who completed the goal-setting process 
·  Time the goal setting was completed  
·  Number of students with goals  
·  Number of students contacted by time 
·  Number of students with Social Security numbers 

Program Process Measures 

·  Total enrollment 
·  Enrollment by subgroups (e.g., educational level, demographic variables) 
·  Average attendance hours 
·  Average hours by subgroups 
·  Proportion of scheduled hours attended 
·  Number of credentialed teachers 
·  Number of teachers by ethnicity  
·  Average hours of professional development received  
·  Number and types of classes offered by educational functioning level or subject 
·  Number of instructional hours offered for types of classes 
·  Number of students receiving or referred to support services 
·  Number and type of agencies with which programs partner for support services 
·  Expenditure per student 
·  Expenditure per outcome 
·  Expenditure per instructional hour 
·  Expenditure per student instructional hour 

 

 



 

18 Desk Monitoring: Improving Program Performance
  

Exhibit 2-4 
Ohio’s Desk Monitoring Form
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Performance Standards and Performance Evaluation 

The measures you select to include in a desk monitoring tool define what your state believes 
is important about program quality and performance. Measures also reflect state policy because they 
are the basis by which the state judges and funds adult literacy services. Although measures define 
what is important, they do not define a level of performance that is acceptable. In addition, by 
themselves they are not informative about how well programs are performing. The next step in 
developing a desk monitoring tool is to select the performance standards or other evaluative criteria 
your state will use to assess program performance.  

You are probably familiar with standard setting because all states negotiate performance 
standards with OVAE for the core NRS measures. OVAE’s standard setting is based on your state’s 
past performance and reflects a model of continuous improvement. However, this type of 
standard-setting model is just one approach—and it may not always be the most appropriate 
approach for desk monitoring. Because setting performance goals for measures often changes local 
program operations in key areas affected by the measures, standard setting is not only a means to 
promote quality but also a powerful method to change behavior to implement state policy.  

Standard-setting models are tools that can implement policy and change program operation in 
different ways. Standards will be most effective when the model matches your policy goals. 
Exhibit 2-5 summarizes three standard-setting models that are appropriate for desk monitoring. The 
guide on NRS Data Monitoring for Program Improvement discusses standard setting in greater detail.  

Exhibit 2-5 
Performance Standard-Setting Models 

Model Policy Strategy Example Advantage Disadvantage 

Continuous 
Improvement.  
Standard is 
based on 
program’s past 
performance. 

Designed to 
make all 
programs 
improve 
compared with 
themselves.  

Program will show 
a 10 percent 
increase from last 
year in the number 
of students 
advancing to low–
intermediate ESL. 

Works well when 
there is stability 
and a history of 
performance on 
which to base 
the standard. 

Ceiling is 
reached over 
time so that little 
additional 
improvement is 
possible.  

Relative 
Ranking.  
Standard is the 
mean or median 
state 
performance.  

Used for 
relatively 
stable 
measures, for 
which median 
performance is 
acceptable. 

Percentage of 
students passing 
the GED in the 
program will be 
equal to or greater 
than the state 
average.  

Focuses 
program 
improvement 
mainly on 
low-performing 
programs. 

Higher 
performing 
programs have 
little incentive to 
improve. 

External 
Criteria.  
Standard is set 
by formula or 
external policy 
criteria. 

Promotes 
adoption of a 
policy goal to 
achieve a 
uniform higher 
standard of 
performance. 

Programs will 
achieve at least a 
50 percent 
response rate on 
the follow-up 
survey. 

Appropriate to 
ensure an 
accepted level of 
quality and for 
strategies when 
large 
improvements 
are needed, 
sometimes over 
the long term. 

If set without 
considering 
past 
performance, 
may be 
unrealistic and 
unachievable. 
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Continuous Improvement Model: Trends Over Time 

The simplest and most popular way to set standards is to set them according to past 
performance. The program’s performance over the last several years is reviewed, and a standard is 
set above the previous year’s level or above its average. The level increase is determined by policy 
and by what is realistic and desirable from the program. With this approach, every program’s 
standards must be set individually, and all programs usually have different standards. Each program 
must improve continually, but each program’s improvement efforts are judged only against its own 
past performance.  

One reason for the popularity of this approach is that most program managers consider it a 
fair way to evaluate their improvement efforts. Comparing the program against its own past 
performance controls for factors such as student characteristics, local conditions, and factors 
unrelated to program quality that might affect performance, assuming that the program remains 
stable in these areas. Consequently, it is easy to evaluate whether increased performance on the 
standards is related to program improvements.  

The major disadvantage of this model is that eventually, programs reach a ceiling at which 
continued improvement is very difficult or no longer possible. There is ultimately an upper limit for 
performance (at most, 100 percent, although usually much lower), and over time this strategy is no 
longer effective or possible. However, it can be an effective model when you can be confident that 
the program is not near its peak performance—in other words, when you know there is room to 
improve. 

Relative Ranking Model: Comparisons With Mean Performance 

In this model, the standard is the median or mean on the performance measure. This average 
can be for the state overall or can be set for types of programs. All programs have the same standard 
for the measure, and about half the programs will fall below the standard and half will be above. 

This model is effective when the goal is to maintain a stable, uniform, or similar level of 
performance among all programs. Because performance is focused on the average, variation among 
programs on the measure lessens over time as program performance becomes increasingly similar. 
The disadvantage, however, for the higher performing programs—those already above the average—
is that they have little incentive to improve performance. Because performance has already exceeded 
the standard, the staff may perceive that there is little advantage to further program improvement 
efforts. Unlike the continuous improvement model, in which all programs are always under pressure 
to improve, the relative ranking model challenges only half of the programs to improve. 

Given the characteristics of the relative ranking model, it is most appropriate when you want 
to direct program improvement efforts more toward the half of the programs that are below the 
standard. This approach may be desirable when you want to create a more homogenous system or 
when resources for program improvement are limited and thus are directed only to programs most in 
need. The model also may work when you believe that the higher performing programs are already at 
or near their peak or do not need further improvement. 

External Criteria Model: Uniform Standards 

Past performance is the basis for performance standard setting under the two models just 
discussed. You use the external criteria model when the basis for the standard is not performance but 
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a policy or other mandated requirement imposed on the program. Policymakers use this approach to 
set a strategic goal for mobilizing programs to adopt a policy goal and achieve a uniform higher 
standard of performance. Sometimes the goal is set in response to a perceived crisis or political 
objective. For example, states may adopt a policy to improve pass rates on the GED tests or improve 
employment placements and require programs to achieve these rates, regardless of past performance. 

Using the external criteria model may be a good approach for bringing attention to a 
systemic, underlying problem and mobilizing efforts to make changes to achieve a uniform higher 
standard for performance. Two common uses of this type of standard in adult education are survey 
response rates and contact hours. For programs that use the survey method for collecting follow-up 
measures, the NRS requires at least a 50 percent response rate. States often require this standard from 
local programs regardless of their prior record. Likewise, grant requirements usually require 
programs to provide a minimum number of instructional hours that may not be determined by the 
programs’ past performance. However, when using this standard-setting approach, it is important to 
consider what is reasonable and achievable. If standards are set at an unrealistic level, program staff 
may not take them seriously or may resort to counterproductive or dishonest methods to achieve the 
performance standard. 

Whatever model you adopt, it is essential to keep in mind that a performance standard-setting 
model represents a policy statement on the relationship between performance and quality that you 
want to instill in programs. Using a continuous improvement model, for example, means that you 
want the program quality to improve for every program, whereas the relative ranking model implies a 
policy of a more uniform level of quality across programs. External criteria can motivate program 
staff toward a broad overarching goal, such as meeting higher state performance standards or policy 
initiatives. 

Putting It All Together: Summative Rubric 

A desk monitoring tool will provide you with performance measures and information on the 
program’s relative standing on each measure according to the evaluative criteria or standards you 
use. Although this information is invaluable for understanding program processes and outcomes, it is 
hard to get an overall sense of a program’s performance with so many diverse measures and ratings. 
To do this, you need a summative rubric that allows you to make an overall rating of program 
performance. This summative rating permits easy recognition of strong performance and 
identification of programs that need to improve.  

Unlike those for selecting measures and choosing evaluative criteria, procedures for 
developing a summative rubric are more ambiguous. The right approach for your state depends on 
the state’s needs, policy, and goals. How you put together the pieces of desk monitoring into a 
coherent whole says much about what your state values and the direction you want programs to take. 
Developing a summative rubric requires reflection and decisions about these critical issues. We 
provide a general approach for developing a summative rubric in Exhibit 2-6 and illustrate below 
different scoring schemes with examples from states. 
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Develop a Scoring Scheme 

Depending on what monitoring tool you choose, you might have a dozen or more measures 
of program performance and procedures. To develop a scoring scheme, you might begin by reducing 
the number of measures and organizing them into categories that match your state interests and 
priorities. In our discussion of measures in this chapter we used three categories: outcome, data 
process, and program process. Each of these categories can be subdivided further. For example, you 
can group outcome measures by educational functioning level measures and follow-up measures to 
create two measures. If you want more fine-grained measures, you can focus on specific levels or 
outcomes or examine each educational functioning level and follow-up measure separately. You may 
not even want to include all the measures on your monitoring tool in the overall scoring. By reducing 
and combining measures, you will end up with a limited set of measures for the monitoring tool that 
you can combine for a total score or a set of subscores for each category of measure. 

To create a total score, you need to first develop a scoring scale. Begin by deciding on a 
range of possible scores with a lower and an upper end to define the minimum and maximum 
possible total score. For example, you might create a 100-point scale because it promotes the use of 
percentages and has an intuitive appeal. Within the scale, define levels of performance: 

····  Define an unacceptable level. Set a number that you would find unacceptable for 
performance on the measure, for example, less than 25 on a scale of 100. 

····  Define the lowest level of acceptable performance. Set a score or range of scores to 
define an absolute minimum performance. For example, you could set the minimum as 
25 to 50 points on a scale of 0–100. 

····  Define an intermediate level between the highest and lowest scores. An intermediate 
level on a 100-point scale can be 50–75, for example. 

You can continue with this process for as many categories as you need, setting the highest 
numbers on the scale as the exemplary or top level of performance. 
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When you assign a score, it is also important to consider the number of students or 
individuals counted in the calculation of the measure. When few people are reflected in a measure, 
the resulting scores are not likely to be valid and will fluctuate highly from year to year. For 
example, if there are too few students in an educational functioning level, it is probably best to 
exclude that level from the score. 

Assign Scores and Test Rubric 

The final step in the process is to assign values to each measure or set of measures to fit into 
the scale you developed. For each measure, assign points by whether the program performance has 
met or exceeded its standard for the measure. You can also create a ranked distribution and score 
programs according to where they fall on the ranking (e.g., at the state average, top quartile). It is 
here that state policy and priorities again play a critical role because measures with more points will 
have greater importance and effect on program performance related to that measure. For example, 
assigning 4 points to programs that exceed performance on educational gains measures and 1 point to 
other measures signals to local programs the relative importance of level completions. Weighting 
scores on measures is therefore a way to enforce policy. Summing the scores across all measures will 
give you the total performance measure for the program. 

The complexity of your scale is also a key consideration. Usually more complex scales allow 
a more fine-grained comparisons of programs. For example, New York divides programs into 
quartiles and then calculates a score that includes an indication of where the program falls within the 
quartile. Colorado also has a complex scoring system that adjusts its comparisons according to 
program size. The drawback to complex scoring approaches is that the scores may not be intuitive 
and are difficult to explain to program staff or outsiders. Simple scoring methods, such as those used 
by Massachusetts, are more easily understandable. The approach you adopt will depend on the 
degree of discrimination among programs that you want. 

After you have created the scale, apply the categories and scoring rubric to the data from 
your monitoring tool and note the distribution of your programs. Closely examine performance to see 
whether it matches your scoring scheme. Programs with the better outcomes and overall performance 
should be your highest categories, for example. Likewise, if a large majority of programs score on 
the high end of your scale and none or few are in the lowest, you probably need to make adjustments. 
An effective scoring rubric defines performance along a continuum of quality.  

Look at the distribution of programs along your scoring rubric in light of the weighting and 
point assignments you made to ensure that it corresponds to state policies and the direction you want 
programs to take. The outcome measures with the highest point assignments or weightings will have 
greater impact on the program’s score. Before you finalize the scoring rubric, you might want to try 
different weightings and point assignments. For example, you could weight educational gain highly 
or follow-up measures, such as GED passage rates. Programs rankings will change depending on the 
weighting and different programs may come out on top. Closely examine these rankings and consider 
the implications on performance and whether your state goals and priorities are well served by the 
approach chosen. 

Examples From the States 

To help prepare this guide, we consulted with several states that use desk monitoring. In 
Exhibit 2-7 we present the summative scoring rubrics of three of these states—Colorado, Ohio, and 
Massachusetts—to illustrate ways of putting together the measures and to highlight the policy 



 

24 Desk Monitoring: Improving Program Performance 

statement implications reflected in the rubrics. The appendix explains the use of the measures and 
computation of the scores in more detail. 

Colorado’s rubric has a total possible score of 100, with 45 percent weight given to the 
educational level completion. Enrollment and expenditure per learner instruction make up an 
additional 45 percent. This scoring approach emphasizes the importance of increasing student 
learning gains and maintaining enrollment to local programs. With the expenditure measure, 
programs must either retain students longer or keep costs down, so retention is also a state priority. 
GED completions give programs only 5 percent of the score, and the other NRS outcomes are not 
included in the scoring. 

Ohio includes all the NRS measures in its scoring rubric. These outcomes, averaged with 
other measures, account for two-thirds of a program’s score on a 100-point scale. The other measures 
include family literacy outcomes, enrollment, and percentage of students who are pre-and posttested. 
Ohio includes program measures related to meeting administrative requirements to fill out the rubric, 
and these include completing reports on time data and fulfilling data matching requirements. 

Massachusetts differs by using an 18-point scale but, like Colorado, puts an emphasis on 
NRS educational functioning level completions. Programs receive half the points if they meet the 
state target of 57 percent completions overall and must obtain at least 36 percent to get 3 points. 
Unlike the other two states, Massachusetts does not include meeting enrollment targets in the overall 
score but counts attendance to promote effective outreach, screening, and placement. To promote 
student persistence and measure intensity of instruction, the state includes average attendance hours. 

Although these states have several similarities in their approaches, the scoring rubrics, 
computation, and weighting reflect unique programmatic and policy concerns within each state. In 
the next chapter, we draw further on state expertise and approaches as we turn toward issues related 
to implementing desk monitoring. 
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Exhibit 2-7 
Summative Rubrics: Examples From Three States 

Colorado 

Enrollment 
Up to 10 points for meeting enrollment projects and up to 10 points for 
enrollment most in need 

20 percent 

Expenditure per learner instructional hour 
Up to 25 points for expenditure of federal funds relative to other programs 

25 percent 

Level completion 
Points awarded according to program’s overall level of completion performance 
compared with state average and according to program’s meeting of its 
individual targets, adjusted for enrollment in levels 

45 percent 

GED completion 
Up to 5 points for meeting targets for students obtaining adult secondary 
diploma or passing GED tests 

5 percent 

Pre- and posttesting 
Up to 5 points for meeting targets for percentage of students pre- and 
posttested 

5 percent 

Ohio 

Student achievement 
Points awarded according to program’s meeting targets for 

·  level completion (each NRS level taught)  
·  GED, postsecondary transition, entered and retained employment  
·  family literacy measures 
·  enrollment 
·  students pre- and posttested 
·  pre-test data 

Bonus points for exceeding state overall completion average and exceeding  
pre- and posttesting target 

67 percent 

Administrative requirements 
Points awarded according to program’s timely completion of state administrative 
requirements 

33 percent 

Massachusetts 

Attendance 
Points awarded according to actual and planned  
attendance hours 

3 points 

Average hours attended  
Points awarded for meeting or exceeding state standards 

3 points 

Pre- and posttesting percentage  
Points awarded for meeting or exceeding state standards 

3 points 

Learner gains 
Total percentage of students who show learner gains that meet or exceed state 
standards. 

9 points 
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CHAPTER 3 
PLANNING, IMPLEMENTING, AND  

USING DESK MONITORING 

A desk monitoring tool defines the outcomes, measures, and standards your state will use to 
guide program evaluation and improvement efforts. As you develop the tool, you must consider NRS 
and state accountability requirements, state policy goals, program priorities, and the capabilities of 
your local providers and delivery system. The successful planning and development of desk 
monitoring, however, also require thought into how to integrate the process into your state’s overall 
approach to monitoring and technical assistance to local programs. Before procedures are in place, 
you also need a plan for implementing the procedures and for using desk monitoring data. Once 
procedures are working, you will want to evaluate whether your approach is working as planned or 
needs some tweaking. Exhibit 3-1 summarizes these steps. 

 

In this chapter we offer guidance on planning, implementing, using, and evaluating desk 
monitoring. After a brief discussion of the key issues to consider in each of these areas, we illustrate 
different approaches by using examples from eight states that use desk monitoring that we consulted 
in writing this chapter. The appendix provides detailed summaries of the desk monitoring approaches 
of the states we consulted. 

Planning and Development 

Like any significant activity, good planning will go a long way toward ensuring the success 
of your efforts. Deciding on what you want desk monitoring to accomplish and how it fits into your 
broader state system for monitoring and program improvement will facilitate the development and 
implementation of the desk monitoring tool and help ensure that it is used effectively. Planning and 
developing desk monitoring also include collaborating with those who will be responsible for its use 
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and implementation, including local staff. Field testing of the monitoring tool and a plan for training 
state and local staff on the purpose and use of desk monitoring will ease implementation.  

Review and Refine Your Monitoring System 

A good place to begin developing desk monitoring is to reexamine thoroughly your state’s 
requirements and expectations about what local programs must do and report. For example, programs 
usually have requirements to serve certain numbers and types of students, provide a set number of 
instructional hours, offer specific instructional and support services, demonstrate outcomes, and 
report on these activities in different ways. Mapping out these requirements and how you currently 
collect them—through on-site monitoring, monthly grant reports, or data submission—will help you 
plan how to fit desk monitoring into your overall system.  

Your review may uncover ways to build components of a desk review into other aspects of 
your overall state administrative systems. For example, Ohio changed its local grant application 
process to match its desk reviews. In this way, states set expectations for accountability requirements 
and prepare programs to address all the components. The desk monitoring requirements then come as 
no surprise to local programs, and they know how their state will evaluate their performance from the 
very start.  

As discussed in the previous chapter, desk monitoring uses quantitative measures, many of 
which can come from your state data system. However, good planning of desk monitoring includes a 
careful consideration of the policy goals when deciding which measures to use. First take stock of 
how you want to use desk monitoring data and what policy message you want to convey to and 
enforce among local programs. In the states we consulted, desk monitoring was a means to focus 
programs on specific outcomes. Massachusetts, for example, established continuous program 
improvement as its guiding principle. It used desk monitoring to “turn the ship” toward an emphasis 
on educational gain and retention, and measures reflecting these outcomes are dominant in that 
state’s approach. Colorado also emphasizes education level completions and includes a measure of 
expenditure per learner instructional hour. Ohio includes a broader set of NRS outcome and other 
performance measures that reflect its policy goals. 

All states we consulted mentioned the time- and resource-saving benefits of desk monitoring, 
which allows programs to convey a great deal of information to the state office at little cost. But 
although desk monitoring can make the overall performance monitoring system more efficient, it can 
do so only through the judicious use of a set of measures that match state priorities. Have a reason for 
using all measures that you include in desk monitoring. Texas learned, for example, that requiring 
too much information in quarterly reports was too burdensome and counter-productive. Programs 
resisted because they saw it as overly burdensome, and the state found the frequency of receiving the 
information not helpful. When the state eased reporting requirements, the process worked much more 
smoothly.  

Collaborate During Development 

An inclusive planning process that involves others with a stake in the desk monitoring 
process will help acceptance, implementation, and use of desk monitoring and will help identify and 
avoid potential problems. Although the state office led the development of desk monitoring in all the 
states we consulted, several states also have planning and review committees. Massachusetts set up a 
task force that helped decide on measures, performance standards, and principles that would guide its 
desk monitoring. A key principle decided by the task force was that the desk monitoring system 
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should be as simple as possible so that local programs could easily understand and use it. A 
committee that included three local practitioners (a teacher and two directors) then worked out the 
details of designing the system and then presented it to the field for input.  

Kansas uses an advisory committee to help guide its monitoring approach. Each year, the 
committee reviews the measures, including the indicators of program quality, in the desk monitoring 
and suggests revised measures that are based on past experience and new policy priorities. The state 
notifies programs of changes a year in advance to give them a chance to adjust their goals and 
procedures.  

After a few years of working on its desk monitoring approach, Ohio formed an accountability 
task force to guide the approach. This group, which meets quarterly, includes state and field 
representatives who provide input on key issues related to the NRS and state accountability issues. 
Over the last year, the task force had to approve all revisions to the desk monitoring process. The 
task force advised the state of the need to inform the field about changes prior to the beginning of the 
year of implementation of the new requirements. It also advised the state to roll out new measures 
first as bonus points and then in the following year to integrate changes into the scoring system.  

Texas spent several months with different activities to build in support and understanding of 
its monitoring tools, including local program report cards, which the state includes in its desk 
monitoring. For example, the state held a three-day retreat with local program directors, who had to 
enter their own data and interpret and explain their program outcomes to their peers, using the 
monitoring tools. The directors then had to train their local staff on using and interpreting the data. 
This experience helped them understand and support the process and the state approach toward 
program improvement. 

New York’s experience implementing its local program report cards (which also serves as a 
desk monitoring tool) highlights the importance of collaborating with local programs. In the haste to 
get the report cards implemented, the state initially had little collaboration with the field. 
Consequently there was some resistance, with many programs feeling blindsided by the process. In 
subsequent changes and enhancements to the report cards, New York has had greater collaboration 
with better results and more acceptance. 

Field Test and Train Staff 

Although input from the field and other stakeholders is important to good planning, pilot 
testing of the system is essential to ensure that your state’s approach will work. The desk monitoring 
approach of using data may be new to your local programs. Several states emphasize the need to test 
different versions of the monitoring tool with different measures and formats to get local programs 
used to the process. Pilot testing gives local programs the opportunity to gauge the impact on their 
procedures, allows the programs to see how the state will evaluate them, and gives them the 
opportunity to make changes to implement the new reporting requirements that desk monitoring 
brings. Pilot testing is also another opportunity for getting local buy-in to the process. New York, for 
example, had local programs try procedures for the first year with a limited set of measures and with 
no consequences before the state fully implemented its approach. 

Distributing to local programs draft versions of your desk monitoring tool, procedures, and 
reports is another way to evaluate your approach before full implementation. Draft report templates 
that include blank data tables or simulated data will allow local staff to see the measures planned for 
desk monitoring. Including sample reports with graphs and charts to illustrate the way the state will 
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display and interpret the data will also help local staff understand how the state plans to use the data 
and evaluate performance. Ohio, for example, found local feedback on its templates to be most 
helpful in developing its desk monitoring and building understanding of the approach. 

The importance of sound training and professional development is essential for 
understanding and using desk monitoring, as it is for all state initiatives. A common error is to have a 
“build it and they will come” mentality—that creating reports and providing access to data mean that 
programs will understand and use them. With the competing demands and limited resources of most 
adult education programs, staff will often lack the time needed to understand data and will have 
limited understanding of its purpose. The calculation of the summative rubric and how your state will 
use the rubric is sometimes misunderstood by local staff, and misunderstanding rises in proportion to 
the complexity of the rubric. Colorado, for example, has a complex rubric and used multiple 
strategies to explain the basics of its rubric calculations and the underlying reasons. State staff 
provided training at directors’ meetings and followed up with individual explanations to local staff 
during site visits. Other states provided reports with graphs and highlighted points to local staff and 
walked through these reports in person and in conference calls to explain the approach and the use of 
the data. 

All states we contacted stressed that training should not be a one-time event but a continuous, 
ongoing process. Ongoing training has the added benefit of allowing local staff a means for 
providing additional input into the desk monitoring approach that you can use to improve the system 
further. After the first year of implementation, states have found that additional explanation and 
follow-up are required. For example, Ohio held regional training on Understanding Your Desk 
Review and walked programs through the system. This training was so successful that the state 
continued it the next year, focusing on new local staff. By the third year, programs had improved so 
much that the state was able to focus training on using data to improve instruction and to present 
information on instructional strategies.  

In Texas, training is continued by encouraging local staff that receives training to train 
someone else in their program. In addition, the state directs its training efforts to staff who actually 
deal with data—and those staff members are not allowed to delegate their responsibility. The state 
also relies on frequent training and provides online resources to local staff that they can consult as 
needed.  

Implementation 

With good planning that includes field testing and training, you will be well prepared to 
begin implementing your desk monitoring system. Complete implementation takes time—most states 
report that integrating desk monitoring takes a minimum of two years—with revision and fine tuning 
continuing for several more years. Implementation brings its own set of challenges, but through our 
discussions with state staff who have implemented desk monitoring, we have identified four areas to 
address that will help smooth the path toward successful implementation: providing sufficient 
resources, having a supportive data system, building acceptance and buy-in of local staff, and 
evaluating and modifying after implementation.  

Provide Sufficient Resources 

It takes time and resources, especially staff, to implement a desk monitoring system 
successfully. Often it takes several years to generate the high-quality data necessary for effective 
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decision making. The states we interviewed reported that after providing local programs with two 
years of detailed feedback and training, programs generally reported reliable data by the third year.  

It is also essential to have staff dedicated to your desk monitoring system. Without dedicated 
staff, you may be unable to keep up with reviewing the continuous flow of data that desk monitoring 
produces, and you will be unable to respond to local programs in a timely way. Without this 
feedback, local programs may think that the state does not examine or value the data, which will have 
a detrimental effect on your whole system of desk monitoring. 

You may want to create a state staff position to focus solely on monitoring programs, if you 
are a large state or can afford it. For example, New York has a state liaison who is responsible for 
program monitoring and technical assistance, including desk monitoring. Although most states 
cannot afford a full-time position of this type, it is essential to have dedicated staff that is responsible 
for reviewing desk monitoring reports, identifying high- and low-performing programs, and 
coordinating technical assistance.  

Support With Data System 

One of the goals of desk monitoring is to motivate local programs to use their data for 
ongoing program improvement. To do this, they must have timely access to data, allowing them to 
make midcourse corrections on the basis of current data instead of making changes on the basis of 
out-of-date-data. A real-time web-based system is the best way to accomplish this goal. It provides a 
way to regularly and quickly collect data, keep track of local programs’ timeliness in entering data, 
and report the results in a timely manner. For example, one state was able to identify which local 
programs held off entering data on students until the students showed actual gain.  

Within a web-based system, local program directors should have the ability to run their own 
reports and to generate those reports that will be useful to them. Massachusetts’s data system, for 
example, allows local staff to select from preprogrammed reports or to generate their own reports 
using real-time data. Below are some examples of features used by states we consulted that local staff 
have found useful. 

····  Provide options for comparing data. Build in data from other programs or by class, or 
prior data that allow programs to compare themselves. For example, Colorado is looking 
to build into its system ways for programs to compare performance in one EFL level with 
that in another within the program.  

····  Automate comparisons to the evaluative standards (state averages or targets). Build 
into your system ways that system users at all levels can compare their data with 
benchmarks, such as the state averages or targets, to allow programs to monitor their own 
performance toward goals. 

····  Provide the ability to export into a variety of formats. This feature makes it easier for 
local programs to use the data for their own program improvement needs. For example, 
Massachusetts’s data system allows users to export into Excel as well as other database 
formats. 

Because of the central importance to desk monitoring of having quality data, it is also 
essential to build data checks into your state system. Checks built into data collection, such as 
limiting the allowable test score values that can be entered into the system to only those that are valid 
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scores for a particular test, will help increase the quality of the data collected. A web-based system, 
by allowing those at the local level to enter and check data immediately, makes timely identification 
and correction of errors possible. 

Build Acceptance and Buy-in of Local Staff 

Getting local buy-in to support desk monitoring is as important during implementation as it is 
for getting collaboration during the planning and development phase. Increasing local buy-in will pay 
off in many ways because local program staff that has had some say in implementation is more likely 
to accept the final results. Even if they do not agree with every aspect of implementation, they will 
better understand the reasons behind it. Also, local programs’ perspectives allow the programs to 
anticipate problems and potential solutions that may elude staff at the state level. For example, Ohio 
got input from locals on drafts of desk monitoring reports with the result that they addressed issues 
prior to the official release of the reports.  

The more transparent the system, the more local programs are likely to trust the results. For 
example, Colorado put considerable time and effort into explaining to local program staff the 
formulas it uses to generate the points for its summative rubric and how to interpret the reports mean. 
In walking programs through the process, Colorado increased local understanding and acceptance of 
the results. Giving program directors control over the kinds of data and reports they can generate is 
also likely to increase their investment in the system and to increase the quality of the data because 
program directors and their staff become more familiar with the data and thus more likely to catch 
errors. 

Evaluate and Modify 

Regardless of how carefully you have planned and implemented the desk monitoring system, 
there will be a continuing need to refine and improve your desk monitoring approach after you and 
your programs have experience using it. State policies may change, measures that were once 
important may be replaced with ones of greater importance, and you may have to change your rubric 
to account for program realities or new policies. Such changes are to be expected, and if well 
managed, with input from the field, will improve make your overall monitoring and technical 
assistance approach.  

You will need to reevaluate the impact of your desk monitoring system and modify it, 
especially during the first two years after implementation. You should provide ongoing opportunities 
for local feedback because locals are likely to have a valuable perspective on implementation issues. 
While remaining flexible in responding to local feedback, you should not make unnecessary or 
arbitrary changes. Too many changes also risk your having locals tune out the whole system, figuring 
that they just need to wait out the current changes and make it more difficult for local programs to do 
long-term planning. 

With careful attention and appropriate modification, you are likely to see improvement in the 
use of desk monitoring and program improvement over time. Ohio presents an excellent example of 
continuous improvement. Program ratings on the desk monitoring rubric have improved dramatically 
over the past four years. Although in the first year there were many programs with “Not Acceptable” 
ratings, after more intensive training and fine tuning the program ratings fell into a bell curve. By the 
third year, ratings were so high that the state was able to focus training on improving instructional 
strategies. At the state level, state staff was freed to begin research into links between data and 
performance and are now looking further into the quality of instruction and program improvement. 
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Although the states we consulted report good results with desk monitoring over time, there 
can be unintended negative consequences. For example, programs may cut back on serving the 
students most in need because those students may be less likely to show the same gains for the same 
investment of resources than students in less need. Although these types of effects are not unusual 
with accountability systems, you can avoid them by following the steps we have recommended in 
this guide, including collaboration with local programs, pilot testing, training, and ongoing 
evaluation during implementation.  

More-direct tactics to avoid unintended effects also help, including providing incentives for 
serving more difficult students or achieving specific outcomes or through using different comparison 
bases for programs (see chapter 2). Colorado, for example, has addressed unintended effects by 
awarding points to programs that serve a greater percentage of students defined as most in need. 
Most states have also compared program performance with similar programs that serve similar 
populations to increase fairness and decrease the likelihood of skimming. 

States we interviewed also made changes to their desk monitoring system after 
implementation to move programs in a new direction or to reflect changes in state policy. Ohio and 
Colorado have incrementally changed the weighting of points assigned to different measures so that 
program performance better reflects state policy. Kansas continuously reallocates the number of 
points needed for specific measures to move programs toward continuous program improvement and 
announces these changes in advance to give local programs adequate time to plan. Texas is planning 
to revise its desk monitoring tool to incorporate fiscal data so that cost effectiveness can be 
evaluated. 

Use and Results 

Through the implementation of desk monitoring approach, you will have regular and timely 
access to data and information that is critical to helping you manage and improve your programs. By 
applying the summative rubric you developed with the desk monitoring tool, you can readily identify 
high- and low-performing programs. Once you are confident in your program rankings, your state 
may choose to reward programs that reach their goals, sanction programs that fail to meet their goals, 
and provide technical assistance and professional development to some or all of your programs. In 
addition, desk monitoring can have other impacts on state policies, such as to indicate the need to set 
new standards and policies or shift the focus of state efforts for program improvement.  

Identify High- and Low-Performing Programs 

Desk monitoring data will enable state staff to rank programs according to the summative 
rubric or other means, using the measures and criteria from the desk monitoring tool. One of your 
first, most crucial, steps in examining these data, especially in the first months or years of 
implementing desk monitoring, is to assess the validity of these rankings, using your knowledge of 
the programs. Identify the programs at the extremes—the highest and lowest performing programs—
and consider the validity of this ranking. If the programs that rank highest and lowest are not the ones 
you expect, it is worth exploring the reasons. Incongruities may arise because you never before 
examined these data and applied the desk monitoring evaluation criteria on them—or they could be 
due to data quality issues. Examine each program’s data in comparison with the data of other 
programs to help you assess validity. It will also be helpful to examine data trends over the past 
several years to see whether there have been sudden changes. 



 

34 Desk Monitoring: Improving Program Performance 

Several states report finding data quality issues during the first year of using desk monitoring 
in this way. One state found that these problems were due to noncompliance with NRS requirements, 
poor training of local staff, and data entry problems. Because good data quality is essential to 
successful desk monitoring approach, you must resolve these issues first, before the approach will 
work in your state. 

Reward and Sanction 

When local programs have resolved data quality issues and your state has confidence in the 
data, you can use desk monitoring results to reward and recognize good performance in a number of 
ways. Often when we think about rewarding high-functioning programs we think of using 
performance-based funding. However, of the states we consulted, only Kansas used 
performance-based funding of local programs. Although all the other states are considering 
implementing this approach in the near future, staff expressed concerns about the impact on the 
delivery system. For example, states like New York find that some programs that perform poorly 
may be the only programs available to adult education students. There is also a concern among many 
states that a shift to performance-based funding may shift the population served away from 
low-literacy students to students at higher functioning levels. 

The states were creative, however, in implementing multiple ways to reward high-performing 
programs. In Ohio, for example, programs that achieve successes receive bonus points to reflect their 
performance. The state also uses “incentive funds,” whereby programs that earn higher points 
received additional funding, and only the highest performing programs can apply for this additional 
funding. In several states, programs that show high performance avoid the need for an on-site 
monitoring visit. Providing positive feedback to local programs and recognizing their successes 
individually and statewide are other ways to reward high performance. 

Several states have found that public acknowledgment and recognition of good performance 
is a powerful reward. Kansas and New York have created report cards that correspond to the results 
of their monitoring reviews that outline the program’s progress. These report cards can be shared 
with the community and other stakeholders involved with the program. Programs tend to respond 
well to the positive recognition that they receive.  

Many states warned that it is better to wait until the system is stable (e.g., three years) before 
linking rewards and recognition to performance. States that rewarded programs too early in the 
process often reported that either the wrong programs were rewarded (due to poor data quality that 
made them appear better than they were) or there were perceptions of bias (other programs did not 
believe the data).  

How a state responds to poor performance depends on its long-term goals, the resources 
available, and the needs of adult education students. Sanctions used by states are often related to 
funding. For example, in the states we consulted, programs that fail to meet performance standards 
may be de-funded. In Ohio, programs that perform poorly do not have the opportunity to apply for 
additional “incentive” funds that high-performing programs may obtain. Kansas de-funded six 
programs in the most recent fiscal year; however, these decisions were preceded by placing the 
program on provisional funding and intensive technical assistance provided by the state. Only after 
these programs showed no improvement did the state remove funding.  
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Provide Technical Assistance 

As discussed earlier, desk monitoring is part of your state’s overall approach to program 
monitoring and improvement and is an efficient way to identify programs that need technical 
assistance. Although desk monitoring does not replace the need for on-site monitoring and 
assistance—all programs require periodic on-site visits to verify data quality and examine other 
aspects of program performance—it will help you prioritize which programs and issues to address.  

States we consulted select local programs with poor performance for on-site reviews and 
provide additional technical assistance. To identify programs in need of assistance, many states, such 
as Massachusetts, rely on programs’ overall score of the desk monitoring rubric. Programs that score 
below 12 points (out of a total of 18) must write a continuous improvement plan, and the state 
provides technical assistance in areas that are below standards. Other states use a more targeted 
approach. Kansas, for example, provides intensive technical assistance in particular areas that are of 
most importance to the state. The state office offers professional development, combined with 
quarterly desk reviews and site visits, to help program performance rise to the state average. 

A third way to identify areas in need of technical assistance is to focus on areas that will most 
affect overall state performance. For example, if the state is performing poorly on completion of 
some of the educational functioning levels, you could identify the programs with poor performance 
on these measures that appear to have the greatest impact on state performance and provide 
assistance to improve performance on these measures. New York sometimes follows this assistance 
strategy. 

With limited staff and funding available for technical assistance, an approach that has local 
staff from higher performing programs help their lower performing peer can be effective in terms of 
both cost and impact. Local staff may often be more receptive to their peers than to state staff. Some 
examples of this peer approach follow: 

····  Organize regional professional development training based on the most common 
problems in low-performing programs, using program staff that has resolved these 
problems. 

····  Tap high-performing programs to provide individual technical assistance to 
low-performing programs with additional support from the state. 

····  Ask local programs to share their stories about how they have shown either continuous or 
marked improvement, challenges they faced and overcame, and tips for other programs at 
a statewide conference. New York state staff has found this strategy works well because 
programs are interested in and open to ideas from their colleagues at the local level. 

Using the desk monitoring report as a starting place, peers groups can help a program 
develop an appropriate improvement plan. For example, Colorado uses the second day of site visits 
for peer discussions. State staff finds out in advance which topics the program wants to target and 
bring in peers doing well in those areas. Peer approaches have the added benefit of rewarding 
high-performing programs with recognition and elevation to state “expert,” while also providing 
direct assistance to low-performing programs. 
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Improve Local Data Use and State Planning 

In addition to helping promote improved program performance and to providing technical 
assistance more effectively, states that are currently using desk monitoring report several other 
positive impacts. The most important is the enhanced focus by local programs on their data. All 
states we consulted reported that local program staff is much more focused on data, resulting in 
improvements in data quality and increased attention to performance.  

In Kansas, for example, state staff report that local programs enjoy the quarterly checks and 
more-frequent calls from the state because staff members interpret this attention as evidence that the 
state cares about what is going on in their program. State staff can drill down to the classroom level 
and know the names of students and teachers. The result has been an improvement in the state-local 
program relationship and a better understanding about activities in each program. Programs have 
learned to value their data.  

In Ohio, the largest impact of desk monitoring has been to focus programs on the importance 
of proper goal setting, pre- and posttesting, and improved student engagement in the teaching and 
learning process. The goal is to help students achieve their goals and to document these achievements 
fully. Overall, there has been a systematic improvement in program performance, with programs 
showing increases in ratings every year. 

Over time, desk monitoring has helped enhance the entire process for monitoring, technical 
assistance, and program improvement in the states we consulted. Data from desk monitoring can help 
states plan the future focus of state efforts to improve quality by identifying areas where programs 
fall short. With the enhanced information they have available, New York and Texas are better able to 
estimate the number of state monitoring visits and types of technical assistance needed over the year. 
Kansas’s advisory committee has identified new priorities for adult education and mandated 
adjustments in its state indicators of program quality based on its annual review of desk monitoring 
data. 

Summary: Tips for Developing, Implementing and Using Desk 
Monitoring 

In Exhibit 3-2, we provide a summary of the guidance presented in this chapter around 
planning, developing, implementing, and using desk monitoring. We derived these tips from the 
advice of the states we consulted that have several years of experience with desk monitoring 
approaches. In considering this advice, please note the several themes that emerge as crucial to the 
success of a desk monitoring system. 

Careful planning stands out as essential to development and implementation. Good planning 
begins with reviewing the overall state administrative system for management, monitoring program 
performance and technical assistance, and fitting desk monitoring within this system. Ensuring that 
desk monitoring supports state policy and goals is also essential. Planning also requires collaboration 
with local staff to give them a role in developing and improving the system and to help them 
understand it purpose. Local staff may have initial resistance to the ongoing oversight that desk 
monitoring brings, but states can overcome this by involving local staff as full partners in program 
improvement. Ongoing training about desk monitoring is central to helping build this collaboration 
and understanding. 
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The importance of time and resources in developing and implementing desk monitoring also 
stands out. Every state we consulted emphasized the need for several years of staged implementation 
for the system to work. Also crucial to the process are dedicated state staff members who can spend 
the time to review data; work with programs in planning, implementing, and using desk monitoring; 
and provide technical assistance. 

Data quality and a strong data system are the basis for the success of desk monitoring. In the 
early stages of development and implementation, it is not uncommon for data quality issues to arise. 
This time serves as an opportunity to weed out and correct these problems. A web-based data system 
that gives locals real-time access to data and reports also is a central element to making desk 
monitoring work. Without easy data access, local program staff may become disengaged or even 
hostile to the process. 

Using desk monitoring data for program improvement is the ultimate goal of all of the hard 
work that goes into desk monitoring. The data give states an efficient way to identify areas of low 
performance on which to focus improvement efforts, while allowing a basis for rewarding programs 
that do well as an incentive to excellence. States can also tap into the knowledge and experience of 
staff from high-performing programs to help their peers resolve problems and develop well-run 
programs. 

Exhibit 3-2 
Tips for Planning, Developing, Implementing, and Us ing 

a Desk Monitoring System 

Planning and Development 

·  Build components of desk review into your overall a dministrative system. Fit the elements of 
desk monitoring into on-site reviews, grant applications, and monitoring. When requirements are part 
of an overall system, it sets expectations appropriately and prepares programs to address all the 
components. 

·  Start an accountability task force. This group will help plan your measures and approach and 
should include state and field representatives who provide input on key issues related to the NRS 
and state accountability issues. The group also can continue through implementation. 

·  Have a plan for using every piece of information re quested.  Programs will become frustrated if 
no one uses the data they collect, undermining confidence in the value of desk monitoring.  

·  Produce templates and draft reports. Produce blank drafts of the graphs and reports you would 
like to get before finalizing your system. If you link to your grant system, for example, you may want 
to be able to run statewide reports, which may not be possible if linked to program-level data 
systems. 

·  Pilot test. Try out the desk monitoring approach for a year or so without tying it to rewards or 
sanctions. The pilot can use a limited set of measure or apply only to some programs. Give and get 
feedback to programs and refine based on this experience. 

·  Have ongoing training for local staff. Do not assume that simple access to data and reports 
means that programs will use the information. Providing reports with graphs and highlighted points 
and walking through the reports with staff make a big difference in whether they will use the data. 

 



 

 

 
Exhibit 3-2 

Tips for Planning, Developing, Implementing, and Us ing 
a Desk Monitoring System (continued) 

Implementation 

·  Know that implementation takes three years or more.  It will take time to get quality data and to 
work out the kinks. The states we interviewed reported that if they gave detailed feedback and 
provided training across the first two years, programs generally reported reliable data by the third 
year. 

·  Assign state staff to focus on monitoring programs.  Assign at least one staff person the job of 
desk monitoring. The staff person can focus on reviewing data and working with programs. 

·  Use a real-time data system. Those states that have real-time systems report increased uses at the 
program and state levels. For example, programs can use it to look at weekly progress, and states 
may use it to assess progress. 

·  Use a web-based system  or at least one that can be accessed across the state. If programs use 
the system for day-to-day data entry, the state learns a great deal about timeliness of data entry and 
may be alerted to questionable practices. For example, one state was able to identify which local 
programs held off entering data on students until the students showed actual gain.  

·  Ensure that program directors have the ability to r un their own reports.  Ask them what they 
would like to be able to generate. Programs should be able to access their data/performance on a 
regular basis for the information to be of use for program improvement. 

·  Provide comparisons or the ability to choose compar isons.  Build into your system ways that 
system users at all levels can compare their data against benchmarks, such as the state averages or 
standards. 

·  Provide options for comparisons to other programs, classes, etc. Build into the system ways for 
programs to compare performance with the performance of other programs or within a local program.  

·  Transparency in how the system works is important t o local buy-in.  It allows program staff to 
understand and trust what you are doing. The more complex your system, the greater challenge it 
will have to get local buy-in. If the system is not intuitive and takes much description, it can be done 
but is simply a harder sell. 

·  Watch out for unintended effects.  Programs may try to improve performance in ways that 
undermine program improvement. For example, local programs can improve performance by serving 
fewer harder-to-serve-students or changing goal setting to have fewer students in goal categories—
approaches that do not promote program improvement. 
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Exhibit 3-2 

Tips for Planning, Developing, Implementing, and Us ing 
a Desk Monitoring System (continued) 

Use and Results 

·  Identify highest and lowest performing programs, ba sed on the rubric.  Assess the validity of 
these rankings by using other knowledge of the program to identify possible data quality issues and 
assess how well the rubric works. 

·  Resolve data quality issues.  Desk monitoring may reveal data quality issues arising from a lack of 
compliance with state or NRS policy, data entry problems, or inadequate training. 

·  Provide rewards for good performance.  States we consulted provided extra funding for 
high-performing programs or used performance-based funding. 

·  Sanction low-performing programs.  States we consulted required low-performing programs to 
develop a program improvement plan, and they defund programs that do not improve after a set time 
period.  

·  Recognition may be just as motivating as money . Several states reported that simple recognition 
(e.g., labeling programs as “exemplary”) and certificates were enough to motivate programs to do 
well.  

·  Have a strategy to determine which programs get tec hnical assistance.  Strategies include 
setting a minimum score on the rubric, focusing on areas important to state policy concern 
(e.g., educational gain, postsecondary transition), or using measures that most affect overall state 
performance. 

·  Use the system to determine technical assistance ne eds.  Use the data from desk monitoring to 
see what issues come up year after year or affect most programs. 

·  Consider using a program’s peers to provide technic al assistance. Ask staff from 
high-performing programs to help lower-performing programs or use staff members who have 
resolved performance problems to help other program staff with the same problems. 
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Colorado’s Annual Performance Factor 

Background 

Following concerns voiced by state staff and local program leaders on the lack of 
coordination between Colorado’s monitoring and accountability processes, the Office of Adult 
Education and Family Literacy reviewed its approach to program evaluation and accountability and 
identified two areas for improvement: the local program monitoring process (then known as Program 
Evaluation and Educational Review, or PEER) and local funding criteria. The monitoring process 
was updated, revised, renamed (Program Accountability and Improvement Review, or PAIR) and 
tied to technical assistance and program improvement requirements. 

Concurrently, state staff began discussing the adoption of performance-based funding. An 
initial step in that direction is the Annual Performance Factor (APF), which provides an annual 
snapshot of individual local program performance as well as a comparative view of all programs. The 
factors that comprise APF are gathered from multiple sources: the data collection system, the state 
GED database, and programs’ annual performance financial reports. The state conducts PAIR site 
visits with each local program on a 3-year rotation. Through directly observed evidence and in-depth 
questioning, the state is able to further illuminate APF offsite monitoring results. 

Design 

Below is a description of each of the five areas covered by APF and the number of points 
assigned to each. Following the descriptions is a table showing examples of how APF is applied to a 
sample program. 

Enrollment—20 points 

Programs make annual enrollment projections. Ten of the 20 points assigned to enrollment 
are awarded according to the ratio of the program’s actual enrollment to its projected enrollment. The 
remaining 10 points are awarded based on the percentage of students a program serves that are 
designated as “most in need,” defined as those students in the following levels: ESL 0–1, 2, 3, 4, and 
ABE 0–1.9, 2-3.9, and 4–5.9. 

Expenditure per learner hour of instruction—25 points 

Twenty-five points are awarded to a program for its average expenditure per learner hour of 
instruction compared to that of other programs. Expenditures are based on the total Adult Education 
Family and Literacy Act (AEFLA) and EL Civics grants amounts and do not take into consideration 
additional revenues. A program will earn proportionately more or fewer points depending on its 
expenditure per learner hour of instruction compared to that of all other programs. In cases where a 
program has an expenditure per learner hour of instruction double that of similar sized programs, 
negative points are assigned. 

By awarding points based on spending per learner hour of instruction rather than on the 
number of learners, APF encourages programs to focus on learner retention rather than just serving 
the greatest number of students. Limiting the cost calculation to AEFLA and EL/Civics funding 
rewards programs that have obtained additional funding—and encourages programs to diversify their 
funding resources. 
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To compensate for the considerable variations in program size, APF compares programs of 
similar size when calculating expenditure per learner hour of instruction: small programs are 
compared to small programs and large programs are compared to large programs. 

Level completion—45 points 

Local programs are responsible for local implementation of the state’s negotiated 
performance targets. This measure is assigned the highest weight of the five areas, with a total of 
45 points. The points are divided into three parts that are then summed for the total score: 

····  Twenty-two and a half points are rewarded according to the number of levels at which 
the program meets or exceeds the level completion targets compared to the total number 
of levels served. For example, if a program served students at 12 educational functioning 
levels (EFLs), and they met or exceeded the level completion targets for 6 of those levels, 
than the program would receive 11.25 points (22.5 * 6/12). 

····  Twenty points are assigned according to the ratio of a program’s overall level completion 
performance to the state target. For example, in (PY06), the overall target was 49.4%. So 
a program that has an average completion rate of 55% across all EFLs would receive 
21 points (20 * (.55 + 1 - .494)). It is possible to get more than 20 points for this measure. 

····  The final 2½ points are awarded based on the number of adult learners who completed 
two or more levels during the year out of the total number who completed a level. 
A program in which 100 students completed two or more levels out of 337 completed a 
level would receive 0.74 point (100/337 * 2.5) 

GED completion—5 points 

Five points are assigned according to the number of adult learners who earned a GED (and 
had it as a goal) out of the total who cited it as a goal. The target in PY06 was 47%. 

Pre- and post-testing: 5 points 

The final five points are awarded based on the program’s pre-/post-test rate relative to the 
state target. For PY06 the target was 65%. 

The table that follows shows an example of applying APF to a hypothetical program. It lists 
the variables, the means of computation, and the values for each variable. Points are summed and 
then converted into a percentage. The total in this example is 85 points, or 85%.  
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Sample APF Calculation 

Label  Variable 

Computation 
(The general formula is followed 

by the actual calculation) Value Notes 

A Program name  Program X   

B Projected enrollment  625   

C Total enrollment (actual)  627   

D Most in need (MIN) 
enrollment 

 425   

E Learners completing a level  337   

F Learners completing  
2+ levels 

 100   

G Total AEFLA grant amount  $189,138   

H Student levels served  12   

I Total levels made by 
program 

 6   

J Ratio of levels made to 
levels served 

I/H; 6/12 0.5   

K Overall level completion 
percentage 

 0.54 This is compared to the 
state target of 49.6% by 
adding it to (1 - 496) 

L GED ratio Percentage of students 
completing GED 

0.5   

M Total learner attendance 
(hours) 

 33,063   

N Pre-/post-test percentage  0.65   

O Ratio of actual enrollment 
to projected 

 C/B; (627/625) 1   

P Ratio of MIN enrollment to 
total 

D/C; 425/627 0.68   

Q Expenditure per learner 
hour 

G/M; 189,138/33,0363) $5.72   

R Ratio of program 
expenditures to state 

R/average similar sized 
programs 

1   

S Enrollment (20%) (O * 10) + (P * 10); 10 + 6.8 16.8   

T Expenditure per learner 
hour (25%) 

25 * R; 25 * 1 25   

U Level completion factor 
(45%) 

(J * 22.5) +( (K+(1 - .496) * 20) 
+ ((F/E) * 2.5); (.5 * 22.5) + 

(.54 + .504) * 20) + (.297 * 2.5) 

32.87 State target is 49.6%  
(1 - .496 = .504) 

V GED (5%) (L /0.47) * 5; (.5/.47) * 5 5.32 State target is 47% 

W Pre-/post-test factor (5%) (N/.65) * 5; (.65/.65) * 5 5 State target is 65% 

X Total annual performance 
(100%) 

S + T + U + V + W;  
16.8+25+ 32.87 + 5.32 + 5 

85 points, 
or 85% 

Sum all factors 
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Implementation and Buy-In 

In introducing APF 4 years ago, the state encountered several challenges. Foremost among 
these was local understanding and acceptance of the concept. Initially the APF formula was a “hard 
sell” in part because of its complexity. The means of calculating many of the APF factors are not 
immediately intuitive and require some explanation. For example, local programs had particular 
concerns with the factor expenditure per learner hour. Most programs were not accustomed to 
considering cost-effectiveness in running a program. 

Transparency in how the system works was an invaluable aid to achieving local buy-in. To 
help locals better understand the APF formula, the state used several different approaches. For 
example, state staff explained the APF calculations using the particular program’s data and explained 
the reasoning behind each factor at state directors’ meetings. State staff also approached individual 
program directors for their input. Finally, during onsite visits state staff walked local program staff 
through the APF calculations as applied to their program. 

The state incorporated input from local program staff when revising the system. For example, 
in response to locals programs’ frustration at getting the results of the APF calculations just once at 
the end of the fiscal year, the state decided to develop a new data collection and reporting system. 
Locals indicated that getting this information on a more frequent and regular basis would help them 
use the results to guide improvement efforts. 

Usage and Impact 

As expected, instituting APF got local programs’ attention. It sharpened programs’ focus on 
outcomes, particularly level completion, and brought cost-effectiveness to the fore. By incrementally 
changing the weighting of the different factors, the state has been able to move programs’ priorities 
in a desired direction. Performance on the cost-effectiveness factor has been the chief indicator of 
ultimate score on APF results. This is true despite the fact that it is not weighted the most. 

APF scoring has become high stakes to local programs even without financial 
rewards/sanctions tied to it. The ranking and comparison between programs provided by APF has 
been very motivating. At the end of the 1st year of implementation, four programs of six that had 
scored below 70% on APF now scored above 70% and were removed from program improvement. 
Even programs not at immediate risk of falling below the 70% threshold started to use APF toward 
program improvement. In the past, local program grant applications have included a rather weak and 
nonquantifiable past performance component. In the next round of competition for AEFLA funding, 
APF performance will be a factor in evaluating applications. 

Future Directions 

Because Colorado’s data collection system has been fraught with problems, it has not been 
possible to integrate all the state’s accountability processes into one “desk monitoring” tool. 
However, one of the goals of the current redesign of the data system is to “automate” the state’s 
ability to monitor program performance and to allow local programs to monitor themselves on an 
ongoing basis. 
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Under consideration/discussion: 

····  Not calculating APF for individual levels that have very few students in them. Currently, 
small programs can have very few students at a particular level. Calculations based on 
such a small number are not very reliable and are likely to fluctuate highly from year to 
year. 

····  Comparing performance within a local program of one EFL level with other levels. This 
would provide information on how programs are doing at specific levels. This is not 
possible in the current APF system.  

····  Refining the definition of most in need. 
····  Developing a policy and process that ties APF results directly to funding. 
····  Adding policy compliance factors to the formula. 
····  Considering the “flex” or “X” factor: adding a short-term factor that changes depending 

on state focus/priorities. 
····  Considering additional factors based on survey data collected for Federal Reporting 

Table 5 and goal-setting for specific outcomes.  

For More Information 

····  Colorado Adult Education and Family Literacy Web site: 
http://www.cde.state.co.us/index_adult.htm 

····  APF Calculations for PY06 (http://www.cde.state.co.us/cdeadult/APF.htm) 
····  Level Completion Targets (http://www.cde.state.co.us/cdeadult/assessment.htm#Targets) 
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Kansas Desk Monitoring System 

Background 

Prior to 2000, Kansas adult education programs did not collect or submit data to the state. 
Instead, the state conducted full 1-day onsite monitoring visits for 20% of all programs each year. 
Onsite visits included interviews and a review of the physical structure of the program. The state, 
however, did not collect in-depth knowledge of what the programs were doing, how well they were 
administered, how well the students were doing, or what programs needed. Seven years ago, the state 
also developed a new set of quality indicators and tied these indicators to the monitoring system. 
Indicators were developed in collaboration with the state and local program staff. 

The desk monitoring process was developed as part of the overall monitoring system that 
usually includes annual site visits to all local programs. Originally, the state intention was to conduct 
a data-driven monitoring process that was completely quantitative; however, the state felt it was 
important to include many qualitative programmatic measures to get a more complete sense of 
program quality. As a result, although the majority of the measures can be checked through the desk 
monitoring system, the remaining measures require an onsite review. 

The process for determining what makes a program high quality and then ascribing points to 
each indicator was long and arduous. Although local programs were able to define a high-quality 
program, they had more difficulty agreeing on how best to measure quality. The benefit of engaging 
local programs in the process has been local program buy-in for the monitoring system. The result 
has been that local program staff believes that the system is fair and that desk monitoring ensures that 
the state views all programs through the same lens. Local programs also brought insight to the 
development of the monitoring process. Local programs are proud of the system because they were 
involved in its creation. When adult education staff compares themselves to staff in the K–12 system, 
they see that they are ahead of their colleagues in understanding the value of data and using data for 
program improvement. 

Design 

The desk monitoring system uses a Web-based management information system (MIS) 
through which the state and local programs see the same real-time data entered by local programs. 
Desk monitoring is closely tied to the National Reporting System (NRS) and federal regulations and 
is integrated with onsite monitoring. It focuses on quantifiable outcome measures, while onsite 
monitoring focuses on qualitative process and programmatic measures. 

Kansas Indicators of a Quality Adult Education Program describes the measures that Kansas 
collects though desk monitoring and onsite monitoring. Kansas developed the measures 7 years ago 
when the current monitoring system was created. The measures fall into 10 main categories and 
reflect the core NRS outcome measures, process measures, and programmatic measures. The 
categories are (a) population served, (b) educational gain, (c) goal setting and goal attainment, 
(d) program design and implementation, (e) technology use and technology instruction, (f) local 
financial support, (g) teacher quality, (h) collaboration with partners, (i) data collection system use, 
and (j) cost-effectiveness. 

Each measure is assigned some number of points based on how well the local program meets 
the measure. Points for each measure are assigned according to three categories: high, medium, and 
low, with the exception of cost-effectiveness, which has a broader scoring range. Several of the 
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categories—program design, teacher quality, and collaboration with partners—include only 
qualitative indicators that are collected through onsite monitoring. The remaining categories include 
measures collected through both desk monitoring and onsite monitoring. The system requires 
quarterly state reviews, but points and funding are awarded annually. 

Below is a list of the quantifiable measures collected through desk monitoring, followed by 
the total number of points possible for each: 

····  The program serves participants representative of the ethnic diversity of the 
undereducated population in the program’s service area, including limited English 
proficient adults. (2 points) 

····  The program serves participants at the lowest levels of educational attainment. (8 points) 
····  The program demonstrates a commitment to serve a larger percentage of undereducated 

adults in the community over previous years. (10 points) 
····  Participants make significant educational gains. (10 points) 
····  The program provides workplace readiness instruction, confirmed through standardized 

assessments, to participants. (6 points) 
····  Participants spend a significant amount of time in instructional activities. (4 points) 
····  The number of participants with up to four program goals is directly proportionate to the 

number of participant outcomes (i.e., achieved program goals). (8 points) 
····  The program meets or exceeds its goal for the number of participants it will serve and the 

numbers and percentages of core outcomes that participants will achieve. (8 points) 
····  The program provides quality adult education services at a cost per outcome that is 

aligned with the state average (mean) cost per outcome. (10 points) 

The following is an example of the specific standards used to assign points as applied to the 
second measure. 

Measure 1.2 

The program serves participants at the lowest level s of educational attainment. (8 points) 

 High 
(8 points) 

35% or more of participants enter at one of the six “Beginning Levels” (Levels 1, 
2, 7, 8, 9 or 10 in Outcomes Measures Definitions).  

 Medium 
(4 points) 

25% to 34% of participants enter at one of the six “Beginning Levels” (Levels 1, 
2, 7, 8, 9 or 10 in Outcomes Measures Definitions). 

 Low 
(0 points) 

Less than 25% of participants enter at one of the six “Beginning Levels” (Levels 
1, 2, 7, 8, 9 or 10 in Outcomes Measures Definitions). 

Note. Retrieved from Kansas Indicators of a Quality Adult Education Program, Effective July 1, 2006. 

Funding is based on the total number of quality points assigned to each program. The total 
amount of funding available is divided by the total number of points that all programs receive after 
the programs have been reviewed. This results in a dollar value assigned to each quality point. The 
individual program’s total of quality points is multiplied by the dollar value to determine how much 
funding it receives. This formula is presented below: 
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 Formula Example 

Step 1 Total funding ($) ¸̧̧̧  Total points = Point 
value ($) 

$500,000 ¸̧̧̧  2,500 points = $200 per point 

Step 2 Point value ($) x Program points = Program 
funding ($) 

$200 x 96 points (for Program X) = $19,200 
funding for Program X 

In addition, the percentage required to achieve a “high” (the maximum number of points) 
assigned to a measure is raised as programs’ performances improve over time. If the majority of 
programs are reaching “high” or “medium” levels of quality on a particular measure, then the 
percentages that are required to achieve a “high” or a “medium” are increased (For example, in 
Measure 1.2 above, the percentage required for a “high” rating has increased from 25% in program 
year 2000 (PY2000) to 35% in PY07). Similarly, the point value assigned to a measure may increase 
or even decrease from one year to the next year. The intention behind changing the point value from 
year to year is to push programs to continuously improve by ensuring that they focus on areas that 
need improvement. Also, the state may revise the indicators to refocus programs in areas that are 
becoming important in the state. For example, Kansas is looking more closely at math instruction 
statewide, so the indicators may change based on revised legislation, which will lead to a revised 
state adult education plan. 

Kansas Indicators of a Quality Adult Education Program is a “living document” that is 
revised annually by an advisory committee. Programs receive the revised indicators 1 year in 
advance of implementation, so that they have the chance to adjust their goals to achieve the new 
point values for each indicator. Kansas continues to try and make the indicators as objective as 
possible by including indicators that can be quantitatively measured. 

Implementation and Buy-In 

Local participation in the implementation of the desk monitoring process began with the 
development of quality indicators. The quarterly review provided by the state gives local programs a 
chance to address issues early on in the program year. This early intervention helps local programs 
identify problem areas, update their plans, improve the quality of their data, and ultimately improve 
the quality of their services. Most importantly, programs view the desk monitoring process as 
providing a level playing field—“it keeps everyone honest.” 

Local program staff members like the desk monitoring system, which allows them to track 
their data at any time to see how well they are doing. They can use the data to improve the quality of 
their programs and ultimately increase their funding. Desk monitoring has reduced the preparation 
time required for the onsite review process, which in turn has created a less burdensome process for 
local programs.  

Additionally, both the state and local programs find that with the desk monitoring system 
there are no surprises. All staff can view the most recent and accurate data. With a strong MIS 
system that has built-in checks and balances and with the indicators clearly defined, the state and 
local staff trust and understand the data in the system. 

Usage and Impact 

Desk monitoring results play a significant role in determining the amount of federal and state 
funding awarded to each adult education program in Kansas. All programs in the state compete for 
the same funds. The entire amount of federal flow-through funding is awarded based on 
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performance, with half based on programs’ performances on the core outcomes and the other half 
awarded based on programs’ performances on the quality indicators. In Kansas, half of the state 
funding is awarded equally to all programs, so that all programs receive the same base funding 
amount. The remaining half of the state funds is awarded based on performance using the formula 
described above. Essentially, 40% of Kansas’ federal funding allocation is awarded to local programs 
according to quantitative results that are obtained through the desk monitoring process. Ten percent 
of the state’s federal funding requires an onsite monitoring visit to assess the qualitative 
achievements of each program. The remaining 50% of federal funds is allocated to local programs 
based on the number of core outcomes achieved by program participants. 

In addition to funding, each local program receives a report card that outlines its progress. 
The report card is sent to local program, community, and state stakeholders, as well as all other 
programs. All of the local programs know their status in comparison to other programs—not only in 
terms of funding received but also in terms of the quality of their programs. This recognition serves 
as an additional reward. Programs enjoy receiving recognition for their efforts, although the highest 
achieving/scoring program for the past several years has been inundated with requests for visits and 
consultation from other programs that want to learn how to improve their results. 

On the other hand, underperforming programs receive reduced funding and have the potential 
of being defunded. Prior to the desk monitoring process, local programs were rarely if ever defunded; 
however, the state determined that it was not a good use of limited federal and state resources to 
continue to fund programs that were not performing well. These programs are first put on provisional 
funding and receive intensive technical assistance. If they do not improve, then they are defunded. 
Six out of 37 programs have been defunded in the past 7 years. 

Each local program is required to set program improvement objectives each year. Those 
objectives must be measurable and based on data collected in the desk monitoring system. In PY05, 
only 7 of 31 programs achieved their objectives, and a few more made some incremental progress. 
This led the state to conduct intensive professional development and training and influenced the state 
to raise the point value of performance indicators that matched program objectives. In PY06, 
24 programs met their objectives. 

In addition, the state uses the desk monitoring process to determine specific areas of 
weakness in local programs. The state provides intensive technical assistance and creates initiatives 
in those areas identified as needing improvement to bring underperforming local programs up to the 
state average.  

With real-time access, state and local program staff reviews data frequently. As a result, local 
programs have learned to value and use their data. They review their data to analyze their programs 
and look for ways to improve, they use the report cards and fact sheets generated by the state to show 
stakeholders and community members what they are achieving and accomplishing, and programs use 
their results to request more funding. 

In PY 2005–2006, 13 of 37 programs required an onsite review; 3 of these were programs on 
provisional funding and 10 others had scored low on a specific indicator related to standardized 
assessment protocol and procedures. In 2007, all programs will receive full onsite monitoring visits. 

Desk monitoring has generated a huge amount of data for the state and locals to digest. 
Although the desk monitoring system saves time and reduces the number and burden of onsite 
monitoring visits, it also can take up more staff time in reviewing and analyzing the data. State staff 
learned, though, that local programs really appreciate and enjoy the quarterly checks and more 
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frequent calls from the state office. Local programs realize that the state cares about what is going on 
in their program, and state staff can drill down to the classroom level and know the names of students 
and teachers. This builds the state–local program relationship while increasing accountability. And 
the state understands much more about what is going on in each program. 

For More Information 

Links and materials 

····  Kansas Indicators of a Quality Adult Education Program: 
http://www.kansasregents.org/download/adultEd/indqaaeprgFY07.pdf 
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Massachusetts Desk Review System 

Background 

Massachusetts instituted a desk review system in 2003, though many of the elements have 
been in place since 1999. The system grew out of a task force charged with determining what 
performance standards in adult education should look like and identifying the principles that should 
guide developing a desk review system. The task force determined that the guiding principle should 
be continuous program improvement and that, to promote this principle, the system needed to be 
simple and understandable so that local programs could use it. According to the state director, it was 
also intended to “turn the ship” toward a focus on outcomes and retention rather than capture every 
detail of a program’s performance. 

Massachusetts’ desk review system is designed to encourage continuous program 
improvement and better services for students and to track progress of local programs. To achieve 
these goals, it establishes standards and assigns points to six areas viewed as especially important: 
attendance, average attended hours, pre-/post-testing percentage, learner gain,  student goals and 
completion of National Reporting System (NRS) educational functioning levels. According to state 
staff, the “standards have been informed by statistical analysis of multiple years of data, a goals pilot, 
and input from the field of [adult basic education (ABE)] practitioners in multiple task groups and 
workshops at statewide conferences. Each of the standards is set at or near the Massachusetts state 
average for performance.” 

Design 

The state has migrated its desk review system to a Web-based reporting system (COGNOS) a 
few years ago. The web-based system allows programs ongoing access to their data, both to enter 
data and to view their progress throughout the year. However, programs can view their scores only at 
the end of the fiscal year. The system is relatively easy to navigate and understand, and it has the 
capacity to export into Excel as well as other database formats. 

The six performance standards—attendance, average attended hours, pre-/post-testing 
percentage, learner gain,  student goals, and completion of NRS educational functioning levels—are 
one part of a larger system of accountability to encourage continuous improvement, effective 
program administration, and positive student outcomes. The standards are set at or near the 
Massachusetts state average for performance to encourage low-performing programs to improve. 

The criteria and points applied to each of the six areas covered by the Massachusetts desk 
review system are listed on the following pages. (Two of the six described do not have any 
associated points for fiscal year 2006 (PY06). These are student goals and educational functioning 
level completion. The state will assign points to these two measures in PY07.) 

·  Attendance:  
Definition: Total number of attended student hours divided by the total number of planned 
student hours. 
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Criteria Points 

77% and above 3 

66% to 76% 2 

55% to 65% 1 

Below 55% 0 

Purpose: Promote effective outreach, screening, orientation, assessment, placement procedures, 
and instruction that are relevant to students’ needs. 

·  Average Attended Hours:  
Definition: Total number of actual attended student hours divided by the total number of 
students.  

Criteria Points 

132 hours and above 3 

117 to 131 hours 2 

91 to 116 hours 1 

Fewer than 90 hours 0 

Purpose: Promote student persistence and learner gain and measure intensity of students’ 
instructional time. 

·  Pre-/Post-Testing Percentage: 
Definition: Total number of students who are pre- and post-tested divided by the total number of 
students enrolled in a program for the year.  

Criteria Points 

77% and above 3 

66% to 76% 2 

55% to 65% 1 

Less than 55% 0 

If a program post-tests less than 50% of eligible students, 
performance points for the learner gains performance standard 
are reduced by 50%.  

Purpose: Promote retention of students long enough to achieve learning gains and goals. 

·  Learner Gains: 
Definition: Total percentage of students who demonstrate learner gain on TABE, MAPT, REEP, 
or BEST Plus assessments (based on student’s primary assessment). 
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Criteria Points 

57% and above 9 

47% to 56.99 6 

36% to 46.99% 3 

Less than 36% 0 

Purpose: Promote student learning gains. 

·  Student Goals:  
Programs receive points for both setting and meeting student goals. Goals are divided into three 
categories: A, B, and C. The categories denote a range of goals, with A being those that are most 
easily verified or quantified and C being those that are least easily verified or quantified. An 
example of a goal in Category A is obtaining a GED; an example of a goal in Category C is 
reading to a child. 
Definition:  
Set goals—Total number of goals set divided by the number of students enrolled in the program.  
Met goals—Total number of goals met divided by the number of students enrolled in the 
program. 

 Criteria Points 

Set 
goals 

·  2 or more goals per student 
·  Fewer than 2 goals per student 

1 
0 

Met 
goals 

·  Program meets at least one goal per student, and the majority of goals are 
in Categories A and B 

·  Program meets, on average, half a goal per student, and the majority of 
goals are in Categories A or B 

·  Program meets at least one goal per student in Category C 

 
3 
 
2 
1 

Purpose: Encourage students from across the program to set and meet goals and to ensure that 
student goals drive curricula and instruction. 

·  Educational Functioning Level Completion:  
Definition: Total number of students completing one or more educational functioning levels 
(EFLs)—excluding High ASE—divided by the total number of enrolled students. 

Criteria Points 

33% and above 1 

Less than 33% 0 

Purpose: Meet U.S. Department of Education reporting requirements that measure program 
effectiveness as the state level. 

A program can earn up to 25 points for the six measures starting in PY07. At the end of the 
fiscal year programs can view their score son the six measures and compare them to the state average 
as well as to other programs. 
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Programs must meet the following minimum standards for each area, for a minimum of 
15 points (as of PY 2006): 

····  Attendance     66%–76%  (2 points) 
····  Average attended tours   117–131 (2 points) 
····  Pre-/post-testing percentage  66%–76% (2 points) 
····  Learner gains    47%–56% (6 points) 
····  Student goals    Set at least one goal per student per year. 
       Meet at least 1 goal per student per year.  
       Majority of students meet goals in  
       Categories A or B (3 points)* 
····  EFL completion    at least 33% (1 point)* 

*Points will be applied in PY07. 

Below are two data tables from Massachusetts’ Web-based system. The first shows a sample 
of the performance standard on learner gain for multiple programs. It shows gains for each program 
in the state along with the points earned for that measure. Cut points for each of the measures appear 
above the table. The second example shows a summary of one program’s performance. It includes all 
four performance standards, the points earned for each, plus the two measures that do not receive 
points. The total number of points out of a possible 18 for PY06 is shown at the bottom. 

Adult and Community Learning Services 
Performance Standards Report— 
PY06 Learning Gains: By Project 

57% AND ABOVE   9           47% TO 56.99   6             36% TO 46.99%   3          LESS THAN 36%   0 

Note: If the percentage in the pre/post report is l ess than 50%, then the points will be cut in half.  

Project 
Significant Gain 

Students 
Total 

Students 
Gain 

Percentage Points  

ABCD Adult Education System 94 150 63% 9 

ABCD/Mattapan 21 69 30% 0 

ACCCESS–Cape Cod Comm. 
College 

189 339 56% 6 

Asian American Civic Association 32 65 49% 6 

Attleboro Adult Basic Ed 28 65 43% 3 
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Adult and Community Learning Services 
Performance Standards Report— 

PY06 Summary Report 
PROJECT: XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX 

Performance 
Measure Percentage/Average Performance Points  

Attendance 68.55% 2 

Average 
attended hours 

114 hours 1 

Pre-/post-testing 
percentage 

76% 2 

Learner gains 62% 9 

Student goals Set goals: 1 per student 
Met goals: 1 per student 

in Category C 

 
* 

Table 4 EFL 
completion 

35% * 

Total Points  14 

*Points will be applied in PY07. 
 
Note: This report gives the summary of all the othe r performance standards reports.  

Those programs that fail to meet the standards in any of the four areas must write a 
continuous program improvement plan, and the state will provide them with technical assistance. 
Technical assistance includes dissemination of promising practices, work with the program specialist, 
assistance developing an action plan for improvement where needed, and professional 
development/support. During an open and competitive RFP process, the state considers the number 
of points a program earns under desk review. 

Implementation and Buy-In 

The state’s intention was to create a simple and understandable system that local programs 
would buy into and use. The state also wanted the system to be seen as helping with program 
improvement, not as punitive. Some local programs have exhibited nervousness that it would be 
punitive, despite the state’s reassurances. State staff indicated that only after programs went through 
a funding cycle and realized they would not be defunded would their fears be allayed. According to 
state staff, the state assigns points to a relatively small number of measures because those are the 
measures it wants to emphasize and because of the difficulty of quantifying some of the other 
measures. 

That local programs have regular access to the COGNOS system has helped with buy-in. 
This access allows local programs to see the same data the state sees, increasing transparency and 
allowing programs to follow their progress throughout the year. This has helped local programs see 
the benefits of the system. 
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The state spent considerable time on planning and testing how to report out the results. Much 
of that feedback was incorporated into how points are assigned. State staff indicated that in the near 
future the state will be making fewer changes in how points are assigned to increase measurement 
consistency from year to year. 

Usage and Impact 

According to state staff, people are “so much more aware of data now” than before instituting 
the current desk review system. Even programs that are not in danger of falling below the state 
standards look closely at their data to improve their performance. Local programs are taking more 
ownership of the monitoring process. The transparency of the system has helped local programs see 
and understand how the state calculates their performance and increases their confidence in that 
process. Most programs are filled to capacity and have waiting lists of students and have attributed 
this, at least in part, to improvements due to program monitoring. 

Anecdotal evidence indicates that teachers are participating in greater numbers in 
professional development workshops to improve learner gains as a result of the greater focus on 
outcomes. 

For More Information 

Massachusetts Department of Education Adult and Community Learning Services Web site: 
http://www.doe.mass.edu/acls/default.htm 

The following documents are located on the state’s Web site. 

····  Performance Standards (http://www.doe.mass.edu/acls/pawg/)�
····  2006–2010 Performance Standards for Community Adult Learning Centers 

(http://www.doe.mass.edu/acls/pawg/fc340_345_359.html)�
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Ohio Desk Review System 
Background 

The Ohio Department of Education’s (ODE’s) desk review system has been in place for 
4 years. Using ABLELink, Ohio’s adult education data management system, the state program office 
generates all the information needed to assess each program. The Ohio desk review was developed to 
structure the review process and to focus programs on areas of importance to the state office. In 
addition, the state provides some award funds to exemplary programs (see discussion of incentive 
funding in “Usage and Impact” section). Although still tweaking the system, ODE has not wanted to 
make too many changes; rather, it has “tried to maintain the baseline [integrity] but tightened up 
accountability and made the process fairer.” 

Design 

The state office has developed an extensive indicator and scoring system and attached 
weights according to its priorities. The Ohio desk review system covers two main areas: 

a) Student achievement (67% of points) 
b) Administrative Requirements (33% of points) 

The details of the scoring system are described below. 

Student Achievement 

The student achievement score is based on four components: educational functioning level 
(EFL) completion; overall level completion; core indicators of performance completion; and other 
performance measures, such as retention, enrollment, and pre-/post-testing rates. Each of these and 
how it is calculated are described below. 

Educational Functioning Level Completion: Programs earn one point for each EFL for 
which students’ performance meets or exceeds the state’s minimum performance level (MPL) 
targets. Points are totaled and divided by the total number of EFLs in which students were enrolled. 
The percentage is recorded. 

Overall Level Completion: To receive a maximum of an additional five points, a program 
must:  

····  Administer the number of post-tests equal to or exceeding the number of students 
completing an EFL and 

····  Meet or exceed the state overall completion average 

The number who completed any EFL (number of post-tests must equal or exceed number 
completed) is divided by the total number enrolled. Because there are bonus points, a negative 
percentage of the overall level completion compared to the state overall completion average will not 
influence the overall desk review rating. 

Core Indicators of Performance Completion: Credit is given for each indicator 
(postsecondary education or training, employment, employment retention, GED, and family literacy) 
for which the program meets or exceeds the state’s MPL. These indicators are only measured for 
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students who had the indicator as a goal. In addition, a program will only receive credit for 
achievement of indicators for which it was approved during the grant process (with the exception of 
GED completion). For example, if a program reports achievement in the family literacy indicators, 
but is not approved in family literacy, the program will not receive credit for achievement of those 
indicators. However, if students receive their GEDs, a program will receive credit regardless of 
whether this measure is approved. 

The number of students who achieved the goal is divided by the number who had the goal. 
The percentage is recorded. 

Other Performance Measures: Programs are rated (given a percentage) based on scores on 
five other measures related to student performance. Achievement of a measure is worth 
one to two points. After scoring each of the measures, the state determines an overall percentage by 
dividing the score by the number of measures (five). Because some of the measures are worth more 
than one point, a program could score more than 100%. 

····  Enrollment—If enrollment meets 100% of the projected enrollment or exceeds the 
previous year’s actual enrollment, the program receives one point. If the program exceeds 
the projected enrollment by more than 10%, then the program receives one and one-half 
points. 

····  Retention—If a retention rate of 75% or above is achieved, the program receives 
one point. 

····  Pre-test information—If the complete pre-test data entered in ABLELink meet or exceed 
98% of the number of students enrolled, the program receives one point.  

····  Post-test versus completers—If the number of post-tests meets or exceeds the number of 
students completing an EFL, the program receives two points. 

····  Pre- and post-tests—If the number of students post-tested equals or exceeds 50% of the 
students pre-tested using a standardized assessment, the program receives one point. If 
the percentage is greater than 75%, the program receives one and one-half points. 

Calculation: The total number of points earned for the five measures divided by the number 
of elements (five). 

Example of Calculating Other Performance Measures 

Measure Achievement Level 
Point(s) 
Earned 

Possible 
Points 

Enrollment Met 100% of FY06 projected enrollment 1 1 or 1.5 

Retention Rate was 95.8% 1 1 

Pre-test information Number tested matches 98.8% of the number 
enrolled 

1 1 

Post-test versus 
completers  

Number of students post-tested equals 96.9% of 
students completing a level  

0 2 

Pre-test and post-
test 

Program post-tested 79.5% of the number pre-tested 1.5 1 or 1.5 

 Total points received  4.5 7 

 Percentage score* 90% 
* Total points received in this example is 4.5. Because some elements are worth more than 1 point, the total possible 
is 7; however, the total points received is divided by the number of elements, which is 5. In this case, 4.5 points ¸ 5 
elements = 90%. 
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Administrative Requirements 

This second area of the Ohio desk review includes the percentage of administrative 
requirements met by local programs. There are 13 administrative items evaluated for all programs 
and one additional item, attendance at the New ABLE Directors’ Orientation, which only applies to 
some programs. The table below lists the administrative items that are tracked by the state for 
timeliness and completeness. 

Administrative Items 

Data Certification Checklist 
Program Professional Development Plan 
(PPDP)  

First Data Match Second Data Match 

First Interim Report  Second Interim Report 

Annual Performance Report (APR) Final Data Match 

Fall Directors’ Meeting Spring Directors’ Meeting 

Final Expenditure Report (FER) LD Policy and Planning Guide 

FY06 Schedule A (Report of Local Funds)  

New ABLE Directors’ Orientation, if applicable*  
* This item does not apply to all programs. 

Combined Scores and Overall Ratings 

To compute a final desk review score and obtain an overall rating for the program, the state 
enters the student achievement and administrative item scores into a format similar to that shown in 
the example below. Student achievement is weighted twice as much as administrative requirements. 

Example of Combined Score and Overall Rating 

1. Student Achievement (67% of overall score) 84.4 * 2 = 168.8 

EFL Completion 10 EFLs achieved ÷ 12 attempted  83.3% 

Overall Level 
Completion  

Extra points earned  5% 

Core Indicators 3 areas exceeded minimum performance levels ÷ 4 areas 
attempted  

75% 

Other Performance 
Measures 

4.5 points out of 5 (+2 bonus) on other measures  90% 

 Average (83.3 + 75 + 90 + 5) ÷ 3  84.4 

2. Administrative Requirements (33% of overall score) 92.9 

13 or 14 elements 13 ÷ 14 = 92.9% of requirements were met 92.9% 

 TOTAL Points  
Percentage  

261.7  
÷ 3 = 87.2% 

 Overall Rating  Superior 
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Below is the rubric used to assign the program a superior rating based on the overall 
percentage of indicators met: 

Designation State Indicators Met 

Exemplary 95–100% 

Superior 85–94% 

Acceptable 70–84% 

Not acceptable Below 70% 

Implementation and Buy-In 

In the past 2 years of the desk review process, ODE utilized the assistance of an 
Accountability Task Force (ATF), comprising local program personnel, to revise this tool. The state 
office gave programs an early draft of the annual monitoring report to allow program directors to 
provide comment and correct any errors. This was a critical step that allowed ODE to address all the 
major issues while still in the draft stage of the report. The feedback provided during that initial 
feedback stage resulted in a number of changes to the report. ODE continues to collect feedback from 
local programs through the ATF (discussed below). 

After the 1st year of implementation, ODE conducted regional training on “Understanding 
Your Desk Review” and walked programs through the new system. Trainings continued into the 
3rd and 4th years of implementation that focused on administrative, data entry, and instructional 
strategies.  

Other changes made over the 4 years include: 

····  Increased weights on post-test data. Early in the desk review process, many programs 
had high completion rates but were not showing those numbers in their assessment data. 
So, the state increased the point values for completers with post-tests. 

····  Added “Program Service” section to report. Last year, the state added a section to the 
report that summarizes the contributions the program and its staff have made at the state 
level (e.g., director and staff participating on task forces). It was a recommendation from 
the field to acknowledge state-level contributions and apparently went over very well, 
because the reports are sent back to agency superintendents and CEOs. 

····  Increased focus through greater weighting on learner gain. The state noticed that it 
needed to change its emphasis to “make sure that there was clear evidence of learner 
gain.” As a result, greater weight was given to student outcomes. 

····  Changed grant application process to match desk review. As the state made changes 
to the desk review, it made sure to align those changes with the grant application process. 
This helped programs become prepared for the data collection and monitoring 
requirements. 

····  Created an Accountability Task Force. The ATF is composed of state and field 
representatives who provide input on key issues related to the National Reporting System 
(NRS) and state accountability. The revisions to the desk review process described above 
were presented to the ATF for review. The ATF advised ODE to implement several 
ideas, including: 
o Inform the field about changes prior to the beginning of the year, so that programs 

can anticipate how to implement new requirements. 
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o Roll out changes first as bonus points, and then integrate those points within the 
actual scoring system the following year. 

o Use the bonus points as incentives instead of subtracting points for poor performance, 
which might serve as a disincentive. 

The ATF meets quarterly. 

Usage and Impact 

The Ohio desk review process has encouraged programs to address data quality, teacher 
quality, and program management. The biggest impact of the desk review system has been to 
encourage programs to focus on the importance of proper goal setting, pre-/post-testing, data 
monitoring, accurate data entry, and full student engagement in the teaching and learning process. 

Program ratings have improved dramatically over the past 4 years. In the 1st year, there were 
many not acceptable overall ratings. In the 2nd year, the state saw more of a bell curve in ratings and 
continued to offer training, particularly to new staff. By the 3rd year, programs continued to improve, 
and ODE focused its training and technical assistance on instructional strategies. Additionally, the 
quality of the data improved allowing ODE to research links between data and performance. The 
state is now looking further into improving the quality of instruction and programs.  

When ODE first rolled out the desk review system 4 years ago, all the calls from 
superintendents/CEOs of local programs were positive; previously they had not realized the status of 
their program (whether doing well or not), and they learned information about their programs 
through the reports. Program administrators also have greater faith that their data are an accurate 
reflection of true performance and seem more accepting of performance rewards and technical 
assistance. A natural consequence of the process has been that the program administrators and staff 
are paying more attention to performance data at their levels. 

Incentive funds 

For the 4 years the review system has operated, programs have received incentive funds of 
varying amounts based on how much the state has been able to pull together from a variety of 
sources. The 1st year was an open application process. Any program could apply for funds, and most 
did apply. Because the state only had enough funding to support the top scoring programs this caused 
some ill will. In subsequent years, ODE stipulated that only those programs that earned a rating of 
superior or exemplary were allowed to apply. The proposals were reviewed and fully funded if 
selected. (A cap per program was announced in advance.) Also, the state provided suggested 
activities suitable for additional funding and allowed programs to propose other options. 

ODE continues to make changes to the desk review system to increase accountability. ODE, 
in conjunction with the ATF, is in the process of developing program profiles. These profiles will 
present outcomes, demographics, and other program information. The state had avoided taking this 
step until now because of concerns about data quality. 

When programs do report dissatisfaction with the desk review process, they often cite 
problems with the data management system—ABLELink. The state has learned that in these cases it 
is often a result of data entry problems. For example, the data entry person may be new or need 
additional training. After providing this support, the programs are likely to make improvements.  
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Future Directions 

Next, ODE will work with the ATF to develop performance-based funding (PBF). However, 
the state also is concerned about unintended consequences, such as programs shifting the population 
they serve from low-literate to higher academic functioning adults. 

For More Information 

····  ODE’s desk and onsite review materials are available online at: 
http://www.ode.state.oh.us/GD/Templates/Pages/ODE/ODEDetail.aspx?page=3&TopicR
elationID=882&ContentID=6828&Content=12998  
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Texas Desk Review System 

Background 

The Texas Education Agency (TEA) found that in serving a large state it required a desk 
review system to effectively maintain regular contact between the state office and local programs. An 
existing hard-copy monitoring tool was used as the basis for developing an online desk review 
system. 

The Texas desk review system, which is in its 3rd year of use, represents the interest of TEA 
to switch from a compliance to a performance focus, while still addressing some core compliance 
issues. Currently, the desk review system awards points to programs based on four core performance 
indicators (retention, demonstrated gain, completion level, and follow-up) and two compliance 
indicators ( teacher quality and data quality). The system also has space to enter narrative on student 
successes and program innovation. 

Design 

TEA uses the online management information system (MIS), AEGIS, to generate a quarterly 
report, or Compliance Review, on each program at the state office. Twenty-four hours after each 
report is generated, absent intervention from the state program manager, the report is sent to the 
state’s seven managers (each manager reviews more than 20 programs, including TANF, 
Corrections, EL Civics and Even Start). The managers are required to look at each of their reports 
every quarter (usually with the exception of the 1st quarter report). The managers also visit 20% of 
programs each year, and they bring the desk review reports with them during these visits. 

Figure 1 is an example of a quarterly report that is sent to the seven mangers. It includes a 
score for the program, whether a program is in compliance, and a list of areas or “issues” for which a 
program is out of compliance. 

Figure 1. Example Compliance Review 

 



 

A-26 Desk Monitoring: Improving Program Performance 

After each quarter, when Compliance Reviews are finalized, AEGIS sends an e-mail alert to 
local program managers telling them how to log in to view the Compliance Review report. Figure 2 
is an example of an alert. 

Figure 2. Example Compliance Review Alert 

 

Table 1 below provides a list of the performance indicators that TEA uses to generate its desk 
review reports. Indicators are generated in four areas: retention, demonstrated gain, completion level, 
and follow-up. Each of these four areas is further divided into subindicators. A program earns a point 
for meeting or exceeding the target set by the state for each of the subindicators. The target is based 
on performance targets negotiated with the U.S. Department of Education. Texas continually updates 
the goals for the indicators. For example, last year 60% of students had to have post-tests; this year 
the goal was raised to 65%. To be in compliance, a program must earn a point for each indicator. The 
total number of possible points varies by type of program. For example, because EL Civics does not 
serve adult basic education (ABE) or adult secondary education (ASE), it is not scored for these 
measures. 

In addition to the score generated from the core measures above, the quarterly desk review 
reports include: 

····  Teacher quality, for example, teacher training, new staffing, pre-service. 
····  Data quality review (coupled with an AEGIS report): At the end of each quarter, the local 

program director must sign off that the data (by class) are reliable. 
····  Student success and program innovation stories typed in by programs, so this information 

is captured for the federal reports. State managers review these summaries each quarter 
and paste similar issues together. 

The desk review system is linked to the Texas e-grant system (used for competitive or 
continuation funding). This allows the state to easily monitor quarterly fund draw-down within each 
funding category. 

Implementation and Buy-In 

In the 1st year of the desk review system, much of the attention was on data quality and 
looking for unintended consequences. The first implementation year included some bumps. For  
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Table 1. Performance Indicators 

Indicator ID Adult Education Compliance/Performance Indicator 

1.0 RETENTION—The program has met its goal for: 

1.1 The number and percentage of adult learners who have participated in baseline 
assessment and who have attended at least 12 hours of instruction 

1.2 The number and percentage of adult learners who have participated in baseline 
assessment and who have participated in progress testing 

2.0 DEMONSTRATED GAIN—The program has met its goal for: 

2.1 Percentage of students who demonstrated gain in TABE Reading 

2.2 Percentage of students who demonstrated gain in TABE Language 

2.3 Percentage of students who demonstrated gain in TABE Mathematics 

2.4 Percentage of students who demonstrated gain in BEST Oral Interview  

2.5 Percentage of students who demonstrated gain in BEST Literacy Skills 

3.0 COMPLETION LEVEL—The program has met its goal f or: 

3.1 Percentage of students who completed the ABE Beginning Literacy 

3.2 Percentage of students who completed the Beginning ABE  

3.3 Percentage of students who completed the ABE Intermediate Low 

3.4 Percentage of students who completed the ABE Intermediate High 

3.5 Percentage of students who completed the ESL (English as Secondary Language) 
Beginning Literacy 

3.6 Percentage of students who completed the Beginning ESL  

3.7 Percentage of students who completed the ESL Intermediate Low 

3.8 Percentage of students who completed the ESL Intermediate High 

3.9 Percentage of students who completed the ESL Advanced Low 

3.10 Percentage of students who completed the ESL Advanced High 

3.11 Percentage of students who completed the ASE Low 

4.0 FOLLOW-UP—The program has met its goal for: 

4.1 The percentage of all adult students who have the goal of achieving a GED or high 
school diploma and achieved a GED or high school diploma 

4.2 The percentage of adult learners in ASE who achieved a GED or high school 
diploma  

4.3 The percentage of adult learners with a goal of entering postsecondary education or 
training who entered postsecondary education or job training  

4.4 The percentage of adult learners who were unemployed at the time of enrollment and 
have a goal of obtaining employment, and entered employment  

4.5 The percentage of adult learners who were employed at the time of enrollment and 
retained employment 

 

example, TEA promoted desk review as a tool for program performance with some monitoring 
capacity. During roll-out, however, the results were presented as compliance reports, and all 
programs were considered to be either in or out of compliance. In addition, the program reports were 
distributed to program directors and a list of additional stakeholders, such as bosses of program 
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directors, CEOs, college deans, et al. These stakeholders received the quarterly report at the same 
time as program directors. This caused an outcry on the part of the local programs in the cases where 
programs were designated “out of compliance.” As a result, the programs requested that the state 
send the reports only to the program directors, who would then distribute it to others. In the 3rd year 
of the system, the reports only go to directors who use them for program improvement and are not 
posted publicly. 

TEA has made some adjustments to the desk review system based on the 1st year of 
implementation and, as a result, the 2nd and 3rd years have gone more smoothly. For example, TEA 
has changed their requirements for how local programs will respond to the report. In the 1st year, 
programs had to write responses to any out-of-compliance issues every quarter. Now, the final 
end-of-the-year report is the only one that indicates whether a program is out of compliance, and 
program directors write responses once a year. In their responses, directors must detail their 
strategies for improvement and include any requests for help from the state office. The state office 
keeps a history of the out-of-compliance issues, and managers can see which issues arise year after 
year. 

Usage and Results 

Local programs reported learning a lot through the reports. The state director remarked that 
the impact of desk review “really woke people up to look at their data more. . . . They really look at 
the data sign-off sheet. . . . We’ve had it [in its old format] for years [but] now they are paying 
attention. . . . We also take them to task over the issues where they are out of compliance. It’s no 
longer a chore; it’s something that lives and breathes.” 

The state managers found that the desk review system is a helpful aid during site visits, 
particularly those requiring a short turnaround. The quarterly reports show the state managers 
(a) whether the programs are entering data, and (b) how successful programs are for key factors such 
as post-test percentages. 

TEA currently does not tie performance awards or funding to the system. However, over the 
next 2 years, TEA will likely move to a performance-based reward system using AEGIS. In addition, 
the state office acknowledges programs with high program scores by recognizing them with 
certificates at annual business meetings. The state director reports that these certificates “are pretty 
important to the programs; it’s a big deal to them. They talk about it for years to come.” 

Future Directions 

In the future, TEA is seeking to put a number of improvements in place, including the 
following: 

····  Developing a statewide reporting capability linked to the e-grant system that would allow 
Texas to compare like programs to help with program improvement. Currently, the 
reports can only be run by individual programs, so comparisons among programs are not 
possible. 

····  Looking into efficiency indicators, such as cost per student or cost per GED. Because 
fiscal data are linked, building these indicators into the quarterly reports will be relatively 
straightforward. 
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····  Giving program directors control to define and run reports. Giving program directors 
access and control would empower programs. 

····  Looking across programs to give needs summaries to regional training centers. 

For More Information 

For more information, see the Texas Education Agency’s Web pages on Adult and 
Community Education, http://www.tea.state.tx.us/adult/. From there, you can link to Texas 
LEARNS, which includes training resources and an Adult Education Administrators’ Manual:  
http://www-tcall.tamu.edu/texaslearns/05admanual/cover.htm. 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 
 


