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In the days ahead, the US Department of Education (USED) is expected to publish for notice and 
comment its first proposed regulations under the new Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA).  This will likely 
include hundreds of pages of draft regulations and explanation on critical education policy issues under 
Title I of the Act, including federal requirements regarding state assessments, state accountability 
systems, and state-local supports for lowest-performing schools.  But the proposed regulations will also 
address another critical topic that has gotten less attention – “consolidated state plans.”   
 
These state plans are critical because they will likely define (at least in part) the contours of state (and 
local) ESSA implementation over the next several years, and will likely jump start ESSA activity.  If 
done right, state plans could promote leadership, coherence, impact, and continuous improvement in 
ESSA implementation. 
 
Under ESSA, as under prior law, USED is empowered, in consultation with states, to establish a limited 
set of key priorities under the Act that define the scope of state applications for federal funds.  Based on 
this provision, rather than addressing in writing all requirements in ESSA, states can choose to develop 
consolidated plans that address in depth the limited set of priority issues identified by ED.  The Act then 
requires consolidated state reports on those plans that replace separate, annual reports required across 
the Act.  Finally, states may then define a similar consolidated planning process to be followed by each 
district to receive its share of federal ESSA funds. This chain-link system of consolidated plans is 
designed to reduce burden but also to promote coherence and impact in ESSA implementation. 
 
These ESSA state plans will matter greatly because they will define the core of what states must address 
and what USED will peer review to approve.  This is the first time in nearly 15 years that states must take 
a comprehensive look at their plans under federal law.  States and stakeholders have limited time, 
capacity, political capital, and room on the decision agenda.  Leverage matters. Things states must 
address as a matter of ESSA state plans will tend to get priority attention, and it is on those issues where 
states and stakeholders will need the most guidance and support in designing the most educationally 
sound strategies that fit each state’s context. 
 
The draft regulations will likely have a 45-60 day comment period, and they will not be finalized until 
later this year.  However, because states need to begin their planning processes soon to meet federal 
timelines, and because ED must republish for further comment if it makes substantial changes in its 
draft regulations, which it does not have time to do, it is likely that the proposed regulations will reflect 
directionally the final requirements. States and stakeholders can and will likely accelerate ESSA planning 
based on these draft regulations.  
 
We do not know exactly what ED will propose in its pending regulations on state plans.  But we can take 
some educated guesses on what we hope to see based on prior recommendations we have made.  
Here are five things to look for in the proposed regulations:  
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1. What is the theory of action? ESSA state plans should expect states to describe for each key area a 
clear theory of action that links proposed state strategies to the dual goals of equity and excellence.  
ESSA grounds federal education law in two big goals:  (1) each state must align its education system with 
the goal of ensuring that all students graduate from high school with the knowledge and skills necessary 
for success in college and career; and (2) in advancing this goal each state must focus particularly on 
addressing equity and closing gaps in opportunity and achievement with regard to poor students, 
students of color, English learners, and students with disabilities.  Compared to NCLB, ESSA then shifts 
authority back toward states and districts to define the specific strategies to best achieve these goals.  
ED should promote room for this innovation, and states should have a clear logic model – based on 
evidence and/or research-based judgments – for how their specific strategies in each area will 
strengthen college and career ready teaching and learning to improve outcomes for all students. 
 
2. What priority areas should be addressed in state plans? ESSA consolidated plans should focus on 
several priority areas that are central to the Act.  Some priority topics are likely obvious under the Act 
(particularly Title I), including requiring state plans with regard to systems of assessment, school 
accountability, data reporting, and supports for low-performing schools.  But a few other priorities 
should be addressed as well.  Most notably, states should be expected (consistent with Title II) to 
describe their strategies for dramatically improving quality and access with regard to great teaching and 
leading (including high-quality systems of professional learning), as evidence shows that these are the 
most important in-school factors related to student achievement.  Further, states could be asked to 
describe how they will work across the continuum to promote equity and achieve college and career 
ready outcomes for all students, including aligning high-quality early learning and K-12 systems.  
 
3. How can the process of developing plans create and support authentic stakeholder engagement? 
ESSA consolidated plans should require states to describe how they will establish systems for 
meaningful and continuous stakeholder engagement.  ESSA requires throughout the Act that states 
engage a range of stakeholders in the development of state strategies in many areas.  This should 
include state development of structures and processes to ensure diverse, informed, embedded, ongoing 
consultation – to reach both grass roots and grass tops.  This creates the potential for plans that are 
more deeply owned and supported, and more fully informed by communities, educators, practice, data, 
etc.  
 
4. How will states plan for continuous improvement? ESSA consolidated plans should expect states to 
define their systems of periodic review and improvement for each priority area – utilizing ongoing 
cycles of information and evidence, aligned with the consolidated annual reports that each state must 
produce under the Act.  ESSA establishes in several places requirements that states and districts take 
action on periodic review and continuous improvement, as well as an express focus on evidence-based 
policy through the Act.  This is a critical shift from NCLB’s static approach, and has the potential to help 
us move from a compliance-based frame in education policy toward establishment of learning systems 
at all levels.  This should be central as a matter of policy, practice, systems, and ultimately culture.     
 
5. How can USED best sequence state plans to get the best results? ED should permit states to submit 
portions of their consolidated state plans in a sequenced manner – not all at once.  Initial state plans 
will likely be due next spring on issues such as school accountability (which should be in place in states 
as close as possible to the beginning of the 2017-18 school year).  But other plans and peer reviews 
could be phased in (such as state plans around support for lowest-performing schools).  This would 
ensure that state and national capacity and expertise can address and leverage ESSA implementation 
most thoughtfully – building toward a broader, deeper, more sustainable frame for education reform.   
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ED’s proposed regulations for consolidated state plans will likely serve as a starting point for state action 
on ESSA implementation.  We must focus on those provisions to make sure that we move in the right 
direction – and that the race is both a sprint and a marathon.  


