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This concept paper argues for and sets forth a proposed plan for the completion of a
multi-year project that would result in the development of guidelines for the design of voluntary
standards and performance measures as part of a state performance accountability system for
educational service agency-type (ESAs) organizations, or for use by state networks of ESAs
acting on their own accord. Organizations of this kind provide programs and services to a
collection of local school districts, usually in a specified region of a state. In some cases, ESAs
also provides services to nonpublic schools and to the state education agency as well. Standards
and performance measures would be developed that focus on:
•

The common domains of these agencies (e.g., their organizational/structural features,
the processes used in the delivery of services, the planning, evaluation, and reporting
on their activities), as well as

•

Those that are program-specific in areas that are common in the programming efforts
of many organizations of this type (e.g., staff development, curriculum development,
media and instructional support, special education, cooperative purchasing)

Though the state networks of ESAs differ in many respects, a common rationale is
stressed in the language of the enabling legislation or that of the administrative code authorizing
the creation of the networks. This language almost universally establishes the expectation that
the service agencies will enhance the efficiency, effectiveness, and quality of programs and
services of especially the local districts in their service region. A more recent development in
several states is that the state networks play a pivotal and more focused role in the state's school
reform efforts.
The widespread movement in the 1990s for the development and subsequent
implementation of more demanding standards and more rigorous assessment strategies to judge
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the results of the efforts of public school districts and other public sector organizations has
seemingly not yet had a comparable impact on the operations of most state networks of ESAs.
This situation, however, will not likely continue. Nor should it! The same precipitating causes
driving the standards and assessment movement at the local school district and post-secondary
levels in education, and newer, more rigorous accountability systems at the state and federal
government levels will undoubtedly result in significant pressure for a more exact accountability
system for ESAs than is generally the situation at this time.
Arguments that ESAs are in many ways unique educational organizations, or that they
differ markedly across the country, while in numerous respects valid, should not be viewed as a
major barrier in this effort. A counter argument would be made, for example, that the benefits of
the planned collective effort of individual or ganizations representing the diversity in the
population of ESAs in the states, would greatly enrich, not distract from the effort. Furthermore,
and importantly, it is also true that there are many commonalties in the ESA population - in
mission, as suggested above, but also in organizational features, in processes used, and in
programming practices as well.
It is also appropriate to be concerned, however, that an undertaking of an effort that
attempts to establish a set of standards and performance measures that builds on commonalties,
yet honors diversity, complicates the already huge theoretical, research, technical, and political
issues present in an attempt to measure the organizational effectiveness of any public sector
entity. Nonetheless, these types of challenges, though clearly formidable, are being or soon must
be addressed one way or another by those having a legal or professional responsibility to improve
all components of a state system of elementary-secondary education.
The project would be sponsored by the American Association of Educational Service
Agencies (AAESA). This organization is the one single national professional association
devoted to the improvement of practice in the nation's educational service agencies. Formed in
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