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THE INTENT OF THE MISSISSIPPI DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION (MDE), AS WELL AS, THE OFFICE OF ACCREDITATION
AND ACCOUNTABILITY (OAA) IS TO FOCUS ON HELPING DISTRICTS TO RESOLVE ACCREDITATION DEFICIENCIES RATHER
THAN TO MOVE FORWARD WITH RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE COMMISSION ON SCHOOL ACCREDITATION (CSA) FOR
ACTION SUCH AS DOWNGRADING THE DISTRICT'S ACCREDITATION STATUS, WITHDRAWING THE DISTRICT'S
ACCREDITATION, OR DECLARING A STATE OF EMERGENCY. HOWEVER, IT IS ALSO THE INTENT OF THIS PROCESS TO
PROTECT THE WELFARE OF STUDENTS IN THE EVENT THAT AN EXTREME EMERGENCY IS FOUND TO EXIST.

Comprehensive Overview of Accreditation Audit Procedures

Guidance to accreditation audits is provided in conjunction with State Beard of Education (SBE) Policy 401 and
Accreditation Policy 5.0. The on-site audit is conducted by an audit teembf Mississippi Department of Education
(MDE) personnel and/or MDE-trained auditors under contract with the Office of Accreditation. Under the direction
of an accreditation auditor, this team uses the site visit guidelines, along ‘with checklists, to collect data for each
standard set forth in the current edition of the Mississippi Public Schools ‘Accountability Standards. The audit team
uses four methods of data collection: interviews, document analy5|s, surveys, and observation. All district
superintendents have been provided notebooks that contain the monitoring forms used by every MDE program
office. These forms are - also accessible -on SharePoint at
https://districtaccess.mde.k12.ms. us/Ar.credrtatlon/Docuglib/FOrms/Al'Itema ASOX.

How Districts and Schools Are Selected for On-Site Audits

The State Board of Education, the State Supeﬁnténderit of Education, or the Commission on School Accreditation
has the authority to call for an on-site audit or: mvestlgation of a school district at any time in accordance with
Accreditation Policy 5.0. :

An on-site-audit may also be conducted in a public school district in response to a formal complaint(s). Policy 5.2
of the current edition of the Mississippi Public School Accountability Standards states that all formal complaints
made against school districts must be submitted in writing and bear the signature of the person or persons filing
the complaint. The written complaint should contain specif‘ c details concerning alleged violations of accreditation
standards. When the oomplamt(s) is recerved itis determmed if an on-site investigation is needed. Final decisions
are made after conferring wrth upper level management in MDE.

Procedures. for conductmg audlts are as follows

1. The team of auditors arrives in the district with or without prior notification. The number of auditors
assigned to the team will depend on the nature and seriousness of the allegations.

2; The lead auditor meets with the'local district superintendent and informs him or her of the purpose of the
audit and the procedures to: befollowed

3. The auditors focus on the specmc allegations (if applicable) and proceed to collect the information

needed through exammatjons/revxews of official records, interviews with school district personnel, and
documentation of any observations made.

5. Upon completion of the investigation, the lead auditor compiles a written report that is sent to the local
district superintendent, the chairman of the local school board, and other MDE officials who request a
copy of the report. If serious violations of accreditation standards are found in the district, a copy of the
report is also sent to the Commission on School Accreditation.
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Summary of On-Site Audit Procedures

Initial Notification of On-Site Audit

The selected team leader provides the superintendent with a letter of notice from the State Superintendent of
Education. The notice includes a request for a space for the auditors to work and a list of documents that will be
needed for review. The lead auditor assigned to supervise the audit team also discusses with the superintendent
the audit procedures.

Length of On-Site Audit
Based on the number of schools within the district and the number of auditors assigned to the team, the length of
the on-site audit will vary.

a. Full investigative audits which may be unannounced, are comprehensive audits of all program areas and
are conducted by MDE staff. Typically, a window of approxlmately 15 working days is allowed to complete
the audit.

b. Random, unannounced audits are conducted primarily by MDE-trained Accreditation Auditors under
contract with the Department of Education, who wark in the district approximately 3 to 5 days. A limited
number of accreditation standards are audited, and depending on the size of the district, this audit may
include only a sampling of schools.

¢. Special Test Audits may be unannounced visits that are conducted prior to, during, and following each test
administration to promote the integrity and security of the Mississippi Assessment System.

Audit Team

a. Full investigative unannounced audit teams consist of MDE staff from all MDE program areas and program
offices as well as Office of Accreditation auditors. The team will be chaired by the Bureau Manager or
Bureau Director from the Office of Accreditation.

b. Random, unannounced audit teams will consist primarily of MDE-trained Accreditation Auditors under
contract with the Department of Educatlon, with possible assistance from MDE staff. The team will be
chaired by a MDE contract auditor.

c. Special Test Audits are gonducted‘by MDE staff from program offices within the Department of Education.

Procedures for Conducting Inter\news

Board members superintendents, prmc;pals and selected district and school personnel will be interviewed.
Teachers may be interviewed during their planning periods or whenever available, and will also be given the
opportunity to respond through anenymous online surveys. While auditors are open to interviews with parents,
representatives of businesses, and the community, these interviews are not an established component of the audit
procedure.

On-Site Audit Activities o

The lead auditor will report to the superintendent's office according to schedule to conduct the initial conference
with the superintendent and to provide a list of documents to be reviewed. The team of accreditation auditors will
report to the assigned school accerding to schedule to begin the school level audit.

During the initial conference with the superintendent, the lead auditor will identify all auditors by name and their
respective assignments and explain all audit procedures both at the district and school levels.

List of Suggested Documents to Review

In order for the audit to be completed in an efficient manner, the school district is to provide auditors access to all
school and district official records. A list of documents such as board policies, board minutes, student handbooks,
calendars and school schedules are examples of items included but not limited to those that will be requested at
both the district level and the school level. For a complete listing of the documents see Appendix B, however, this
list is subject to change.
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Reporting and Interpreting On-Site Audit Findings

Exit Conference

Near the completion of the on-site audit, the lead auditor will schedule a time to meet with the superintendent
and any other district staff, including principals, to review preliminary audit findings. If the district appears to be
noncompliant with one or more standards, reference will be made to the Mississippi Public Schools Accountability
Standards to review the standards in question. A list of standards in question will be provided to the
superintendent and the auditor will explain the basis for citing noncompliance. It will also be explained to the
superintendent that the list is a preliminary finding and may be amended as the audit is finalized.

Compiling Final Report

Procedures followed when reporting, interpreting, and responding to on-site audit findings are outlined below.

1. Upon completion of the audit, the lead auditor will review all responses and notes taken during the on-
site audit. This review enables the lead auditor to dete;mir@e what documentation is needed in order to
correct any cited deficiency, as well as to identify violations of accreditation standards and facilitate
improvement.

2. A report of the on-site audit findings including suggestions for corrective action, is compiled within 30
calendar days from the close of the audit. The report, along with a cover Iétter stating the number of
standards that did not meet compliance will be mailed, emailed, or hand-delivered to the district.

3. The superintendent is given 30 school days (from the day of receipt of the report) to respond in writing to
any deficiency cited. The date the distnct S response 1s due in the Office of Accreditation is indicated in
the report cover letter.

4, During the 30-day period, school dlstnct officials are encouraged to schedule a conference with the lead
auditor to review the preliminary report. During the conference, district officials are informed of the
explanation provided for any standard not met; ofﬁt:lals are also given recommendations concerning the
appropriate evidence for correcting deficiencies. This is the time for the district to refute any findings
with which it disagrees and discuss the findings with the auditor.

5. After the 30-day period, all remammg deficiencies become a part of the district's official Accreditation
Record Summary.
6. Depending on the seventy and extent of deﬂaencues one of the following will take place:

e Noaction is taken;
o A recommendatlon is made to the Comm:ssnon to downgrade the district’s Accreditation Status to
-~ Probation;
s A recommendatioh_ is made to the Commission to Withdraw the district’s Accreditation; or
‘A recommendation is made to the Commission to declare a State of Emergency in the district.

Recommendation to Dowi}&rade District Accreditation Status to Probation

In accordance with Accredit_ation iPo"’l_ic'y 2.5.1, districts in violation of any of the following standards will be
presented to the Commission on School Accreditation for action. That action may include downgrading the
district’s accreditation status to Probation.
e Accreditation Policy 2.1, reporting false information,
e Standard 1.1, failure to implement appropriate standards of governance,
e Standard 1.2, failure to comply with school board policies that meet state and federal statutes, rules, and
regulations,
e Standards 4 and 5, failure to comply with financial accountability requirements,
e Standard 14, failure to comply with graduation requirements,
e Standard 16, failure to comply with test security procedures required by the Mississippi Statewide
Assessment System,
e Standards 17.1-17.8, failure to comply with state/federal regulations, or
e Standards 29, 30, and 31, failure to comply with standards that sustain a safe school climate.
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Recommendjtion to Withdraw District’s Accreditation

In accordance with Accreditation Policy 2.5.2, districts in violation of any of the following standards will be
presented to the Commission on School Accreditation for action. That action may include withdrawal of the
district’s accreditation.
e Standard 1.1, failure to implement appropriate standards of governance,
e Standard 1.2, failure to comply with school board policies that meet state and federal statutes, rules, and
regulations,
e Standards 4 and 5, failure to comply with financial accountability requirements of a serious nature,
e Standard 14, failure to comply with graduation requirements specified in Standards 14.1, 14.2, and 14.5,
e Standard 16, failure to comply with test security procedures requ1red by the Mississippi Statewide
Assessment System in Appendix F, numbers 8 and 9,
e Standards 17.4-17.6, federal programs whose regulations call for strong sanctions for continued patterns
of noncompliance, or :
e Standards 29, 30, and 31, failure to comply with standards that pose life-threatening conditions for
students and staff. . i

Recommendation to Declare a State of Emergency

In accordance with MS Code 37-17-6(12)(a), after consideration.of the results of the hearing to allow the district to
present evidence why its accreditation should not be withdrawn, the Commission on School Accreditation shall be
authorized, with the approval of the State Board of Education, to withdraw the accreditation of a public school
district, and issue a request to the Governor that a state of emergency be declared if:
» Recommendations for corrective action are not faken by the local school district or if the deficiencies are
not removed by the end of the probationary period; or .
e The school district violates.accreditation standards that have been determined by the policies and
procedures of the SBE to be a basis for withdrawal of school district’s accreditation without a
probationary penod ‘ ~ :

Process of Review i :
e The Office of Accredttatlon, thh assistance from the MDE legal team, will evaluate the results of the on-
site audrt and district report to determine if an extreme emergency exists under MS Code 37-17-6(12)(b).
e A fgll legal review of the finalized report will be conducted by MDE legal team.
e The report and supporting docﬁm_e_ntation will be presented to MDE’s Executive Leadership Team for
review and analysis of supporting data.

Extreme Emergency Situation

At this point, if the audit team and MDE staff determine that the findings are of such a serious nature that the
situation warrants the cbnqitions addr@Ssed in MS Code 37-17-6(12)(b), MDE shall make a recommendation to
declare a state of emergency to the Commission on School Accreditation.

Based on MS Code 37-17-6(12)(b), the Commission may determine that an extreme emergency exists if any one (1)
of the following three (3) conditions are found in a district:
e The safety, security, or educational interests of the children enrolled in that district are jeopardized,
e A school district meets the State Board of Education’s definition of a failing school district for two (2)
consecutive full school years, or
e [f more than 50% of the schools within the district are designated as Schools at Risk in any one year.
School at Risk is defined in the Mississippi Public School Accountability Standards as a failing school in any
one year.
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Commission on School Accreditation Meets to Hear Presentation that
Extreme Emergency Exists

Pursuant to Section 37-17-6 (12)(b) of the Mississippi Code of 1972, as amended, the Commission on School
Accreditation meets to determine whether there is sufficient cause to consider that an extreme emergency exists
in the School District which jeopardizes the safety, security, and educational interests of the children enrolled in
the district, or when a school district’s impairments include serious failure to meet minimum academic standards,
as evidenced by a continued pattern of poor student performance.

The Office of Accreditation, will present evidence to the Commission to support that an extreme emergency exists
in the school district which jeopardizes the safety, security, and educational interests of the children and the
emergency situation is believed to be related to a serious violation or woiat;ons of accreditation standards or state
or federal law or failure to meet academic standards as evidenced by a continued pattern of poor student
performance. This presentation shall not exceed 40 minutes. e

Following the Office of Accreditation’s presentation, District Representative(s) will be allowed to address the
Commission. While the district may be represented by'ébunsel only the superintendent and school board
president may address the Commission as District Representatives. The local school superintendent will be
allowed 20 minutes and the board president will be aliowed 20 minutes to present evidence pertinent to this
matter. This time may not be delegated to anyone el;e_. Following the presentations from the Office of
Accreditation and the district, the attorney for the MDE and the attorney for the district (if applicable) will be
allowed 10 minutes each to provide closing statements. FolldWing all presentations, the CSA {and subsequently,
SBE if recommendation is made by CSA) will be allowed to address MDE staff and the two local district

representatives to ask any clarifying questuons

Completion of Process

Based on the evidence pres 3 ted the Commcssuon acts on one of the follow:ng
e Accepts the recommendatlon of MDE and determlnes that there is a state of emergency. The
Commission submits the resolution to the State quermtendent and the State Board of Education;
*  Rejects the recommendation of MDE; or '
° Issues an Order to the dlStl‘lCt and/or MDE.

The State Board of Education meets to determune one of the following:
e Toaccept the Comm|ssnon S recommendation and request the Governor declares a state of emergency;
e To reject the Commission’s. recommendatson or
e Toremand the decision backto the Commission for further consideration.

If the Governor deciares a’ state of emérgency:
e The State takes over the dlstnct
e The SBE has a choice whether to abolish a district. See MS Code 37-17-6 & 37-17-13; and
e A conservatoris appomted
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