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Summary of The Evolving Role of the State Education Agency in 

the Era of ESSA and Trump 

Compiled by the staff of the California Collaborative on District Reform 
 
For your convenience, the Collaborative staff put together this summary of CPRE’s working paper, The 

Evolving Role of the State Education Agency in the Era of ESSA and Trump: Past, Present, and Uncertain Future. The full 
version of the paper itself is included in the briefing binder. 

This paper contains two major components. The first is a brief overview of the evolving role of state 
education agencies (SEAs) and an examination of critical issues in organizing and resourcing SEAs for 
success under the Every Student Succeeds Act of 2015 (ESSA). The second is an examination of the range 
of essential and potential roles for SEAs in the ESSA era.  

The Evolution of State Education Agencies 

SEA involvement in K-12 education policymaking and school district oversight are relatively recent 
developments in the United States. Early national policies like the National Defense Education Act of 
1958 (NDEA) and the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 (ESEA) used the grant-in-aid 
system to push states to pursue federal goals in public education. In order to claim their share of federal 
education funds, states had to comply with an array of federal policy mandates, which initially focused 
on ensuring more equitable school funding and access. In the wake of 1983’s A Nation at Risk report, 
however, and its spotlight on the subpar performance of American students compared to their 
international peers, states began to engage more directly in improving the academic performance of 
students and schools. A new federal and state focus on accountability for student achievement and 
school reform emerged in the Improving America’s Schools Act of 1994, and was given more “teeth” in the 
No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB). NCLB ultimately forced states to change many of their 
educational practices, but political resistance and capacity gaps at the state level often led to superficial, 
rather than substantive, changes. 

Now, ESSA still require states to test students, publicly report student test score data for schools, and 
disaggregate those data for different subgroups of students. However, states have more flexibility in 
selecting the tests they want to use. ESSA’s most significant change from NCLB is around accountability 
– both in how states identify struggling schools and what states have to do if and when that process 
reveals that students in a school are performing poorly. States still have to submit accountability plans to 
the U.S. Department of Education, and there must be an expectation for progress relative to state goals, 
but states have more latitude in picking their academics goals for schools and determining their own 
education agendas. It remains to be seen whether states can develop sufficient will and capacity to drive 
this change throughout their agencies.  

Organizing and Resourcing SEAs for Success Under ESSA 

With increased autonomy for the SEAs, Weiss and McGuinn identify several issues that merit SEA 
attention. The first is the state role versus the district role, including the tension between districts’ desire 
to adopt policies that local officials see as best suited to their particular circumstance and the SEAs 
limited capacity to provide oversight and implementation support for widely divergent district 
approaches.  The second is navigating the balance between acting as a compliance monitoring agency and 
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a service delivery agency. The third is organizational structure. To support their new responsibilities, 
many SEAs are undergoing restructuring and re-staffing to free up resources for new tasks, but SEA 
restructuring is difficult and time-consuming work that will require acclimation to a new set of 
challenges. The fourth is that despite the growing role of SEAs, SEAs do not have the resources or 
capacity to do everything. They therefore need to prioritize the responsibilities that can happen in-house 
and identify those that are best to contract out. 

SEA Roles in an ESSA Era 

Given this backdrop, Weiss and McGuinn suggest some essential roles, possible roles, and unsuitable 
roles for SEAs. Five areas in which the authors believe SEAs should take leading roles are (1) articulating 
the state’s educational vision and goals; (2) selecting and implementing the state’s standards and 
assessments; (3) designing and implementing the state’s accountability system; (4) administering, 
implementing, and overseeing state and federal funding and other programs; and (5) communicating 
about critical educational issues with stakeholders. Possible roles they suggest SEAs can take on—
keeping in mind that capacity may present itself as a limiting factor—are: (1) accelerating sharing and 
learning across the state; (2) turning around low-performing schools and districts; (3) supporting the 
development of a high-quality educator workforce; (4) providing professional learning opportunities; and 
(5) driving innovation. Three areas they suggest are unsuitable roles for SEAs are (1) micro-managing 
districts or displacing local authority; (2) driving resources to ineffective programs; and (3) standing 
alone as the messengers of policies, goals, issues, and plans.   


