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 • Administering the State Board Operated School Sys-
tems—Missouri School for the Blind (St. Louis), the 
Missouri School for the Deaf (Fulton) and the Missouri 
Schools for Severely Disabled; and

 • Administering adult learning and rehabilitation services 
for adult citizens.  
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Department of Elementary and Secondary 
Education

Article IX of the Missouri Constitution reads, in part:  “A 
general diffusion of knowledge and intelligence being essential 
to the preservation of the rights and liberties of the people, 
the general assembly shall establish and maintain free public 
schools for the gratuitous instruction of all persons in this state 
within ages not in excess of twenty-one years as prescribed 
by law.”

Department of
Elementary and 

Secondary
Education

Jefferson State Offi ce Bldg.
205 Jefferson St., PO Box 480
Jefferson City 65102
Telephone: (573) 751-4212
http://dese.mo.gov

State Board of Education
Under the Missouri Constitution (Article IX), the State Board 

of Education has general authority for “supervision of instruc-
tion in the public schools.”  Today, this responsibility includes 
the oversight of educational programs and services that serve 
Missourians from preschool through the adult levels.

The State Board of Education is composed of eight lay citi-
zens, appointed by the governor and confi rmed by the senate 
to serve eight-year terms. The terms are staggered so that 
one term expires each year. No more than four members may 
belong to the same political party. No more than one member 
of the board may live in the same county or congressional 
district.

The board appoints the commissioner of education to serve 
as its chief executive offi cer and as director of the Department 
of Elementary and Secondary Education.    

The primary role of the board is to provide leadership and 
advocacy for the improvement of Missouri’s public education 
system. The board also establishes policies and regulations 
needed to carry out state and federal laws related to public 
education. The board’s major duties include:
 • Setting performance indicators which determine accredi-

tation for local school districts through the Missouri 
School Improvement Program (MSIP). The indicators 
defi ne basic requirements regarding performance on state 
assessments, both in aggregate as well as subgroups; 
high school graduation and/or dropout; advanced course-
work; postsecondary and career preparedness; and other 
areas of student achievement;

 • Establishing academic performance standards for the 
public schools and designing an assessment system to 
measure students’ learning, as required by the Outstand-
ing Schools Act of 1993;  

 • Setting education and certifi cation requirements for all 
professional personnel (teachers, administrators, librar-
ians, counselors, etc.) in public schools;

 • Approving educator-preparation programs in the state’s 
community colleges and four-year institutions, both pub-
lic and private;

 • Establishing regulations and administrative requirements 
for the distribution of state and federal funds to school 
districts and other agencies;

 • Monitoring school districts’ compliance with state and 
federal laws and regulations. This includes the adminis-
tration of federally supported programs in the areas of 
special education, career-technical education and child 
nutrition (the school lunch and breakfast programs);
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education and literacy, the high school equivalency testing 
program (GED), veterans education and workforce develop-
ment (job training).

Rehabilitation Services provide specialized services to adult 
citizens with disabilities to help them achieve employment 
and independence. Offi ces are maintained across the state to 
provide convenient services to clients. Rehabilitation Services 
personnel provide individualized counseling, training and other 
services to help clients achieve gainful employment or inde-
pendent living. Rehabilitation Services is supported primarily 
with federal funds.

This offi ce currently administers Independent Living Center 
programs across the state. These centers provide counseling, 
advocacy, personal care and training in independent living 
skills for adults with disabilities.

The Disability Determinations program is part of this offi ce 
and operates under regulations of the Social Security Admin-
istration. Located in offi ces across the state, Disability Deter-
minations personnel adjudicate claims from Missouri residents 
seeking federal disability benefi ts.  

The Offi ce of College and Career Readiness provides tech-
nical assistance to local school personnel in the adoption and 
adaptation of the state’s performance standards and cur-
riculum development/adoption of all content areas — math, 

To help carry out this mandate the legislature fi rst estab-
lished a state offi ce of education, with an elected state super-
intendent, in 1839. The offi ce went through several transfor-
mations until the current constitution, adopted in 1945, estab-
lished the State Board of Education in its present form and 
created a department of education, headed by an appointed 
commissioner of education.

The Department of Elementary and Secondary Education 
(DESE) was reorganized and established in its present form by 
the Omnibus State Reorganization Act of 1974.

The department is primarily a service agency that works 
with educators, legislators, government agencies, community 
leaders and citizens to maintain a strong public education 
system. Through its statewide school-improvement initiatives 
and its regulatory functions, the department strives to assure 
that all citizens have access to high-quality public education.

The Department of Elementary and Secondary Education 
is the administrative arm of the State Board of Education.  In 
addition to the Commissioner of Education, the Department 
organization refl ects functions under two divisions—Financial 
and Administrative Services and Learning Services.

Offi ce of the Commissioner of Education
The commissioner of education directs the Department 

of Elementary and Secondary Education and fulfi lls other 
duties as prescribed by law (section 161.122, RSMo). These 
duties include: supervising schools and directing the process 
by which school districts are accredited; suggesting ways to 
upgrade curriculum and instruction in public schools; working 
with state and local offi cials to assure effi cient management 
of public schools; advising local school offi cials, teachers and 
patrons about education-related issues and laws; and seeking 
“in every way to elevate the standards and effi ciency of the 
instruction given in the public schools of the state.”  The com-
missioner is appointed by, and serves at the pleasure of, the 
State Board of Education.

Division of Financial and Administrative
Services

This division is responsible for distributing all federal and 
state funds to local school districts and other agencies that 
provide education-related services. The division assists local 
school offi cials with budgeting, audits, and the reporting of 
fi nancial statistics, both state and federal. The division also 
provides assistance with school administrative and governance 
issues. Other personnel in this division administer the federally 
funded school lunch and breakfast programs. This division also 
manages the department’s internal business operations, such 
as accounting and procurement, budget and human resources.

Division of Learning Services
This division is comprised of offi ces that manage adult 

learning and rehabilitative services, college and career readi-
ness, data system management, early and extended learning, 
educator quality, quality schools and special education. 

The Offi ce of Adult Learning and Rehabilitation Services 
administers statewide adult education services, including adult 

CHRIS L. NICASTRO
Commissioner of Education

ROBIN COFFMAN
Chief of Staff

RONALD LANKFORD
Deputy Commissioner 
Division of Financial and 
Administrative Services

STEPHEN BARR
Assistant Commissioner
Special Education

KARLA ESLINGER
Assistant Commissioner
Educator Quality

LEIGH ANN GRANT-ENGLE
Assistant Commissioner
Data System Management

KATHY THORNBURG
Assistant Commissioner 
Early and Extended
Learning

SHARON HOGE
Assistant Commissioner 
College and Career
Readiness

MARK VAN ZANDT
General Counsel and
Governmental Affairs

MARGIE VANDEVEN
Assistant Commissioner
Quality Schools

C. JEANNE LOYD
Assistant Commissioner 
Adult Learning and
Rehabilitation

MICHELE CLARK
Communications
Coordinator



307            EXECUTIVE DEPARTMENTS — DEPARTMENT OF ELEMENTARY AND SECONDARY EDUCATION

ed assistance on federally and state-developed improvement 
initiatives which are coordinated with other state and regional 
services. This offi ce administers the Missouri turnaround 
program and other intervention initiatives to assist chroni-
cally low-performing schools. Dropout prevention is another 
responsibility of this offi ce.

The Offi ce of Special Education administers state and fed-
eral funds to support services for students and adults with 
disabilities. This offi ce works with other state and local agen-
cies to coordinate the Missouri First Steps program, which 
provides early intervention services for infants and toddlers 
with disabilities and their families. The offi ce works with local 
school districts in developing and improving special education 
services for students (ages 3–21) with disabilities. It also pro-
vides fi nancial and technical support for all approved sheltered 
workshops in the state.  Sheltered workshops provide employ-
ment for adults with disabilities.

This offi ce also oversees the operation of three school 
systems administered by the State Board of Education. These 
are the Missouri School for the Blind, the Missouri School for 
the Deaf and the Missouri Schools for Severely Disabled. In 
addition to providing direct services to eligible students with 
disabilities, these school systems, through their outreach 
programs and consulting services, assist local school person-
nel and families throughout the state in meeting the needs of 
children with disabilities.

Missouri Commission for the Deaf and Hard 
of Hearing

The Missouri Commission for the Deaf and Hard of Hearing 
was created in 1988 to improve the quality of life for all deaf 
Missourians. It advocates for public policies, regulations and 
programs to improve the quality and coordination of existing 
services for people with hearing loss and promotes new ser-
vices whenever necessary.

The commission promotes deaf awareness in the general 
public and serves as a consultant to any public agency need-
ing information concerning deafness; administers the Missouri 
Interpreter Certifi cation System; conducts and maintains a 
census of the deaf population in Missouri; and advocates for 
improved physical and mental health services for Missourians 
with hearing loss.  Information and referral is provided for both 
hearing and deaf populations, making information available 
about deafness, legal rights, assistive devices, service pro-
viders and Relay Missouri, as well as referrals to appropriate 
sources for additional services and information. The commis-
sion also provides services directed at both hearing and deaf 
populations in providing training and workshops awareness, 
advocacy, empowerment, accessibility and assistive devices. 

Missouri Assistive Technology Advisory 
Council

The Missouri Assistive Technology Advisory Council (MoAT) 
was established to increase access to assistive technology for 
all Missourians with disabilities. MoAT provides a variety of 
programs and services that enable individuals with disabilities 
to obtain and use assistive technology. The council members 
are appointed by the governor and include 12 consumer rep-
resentatives, two state legislators, two non-designated agency 
or organization representatives and seven designated repre-
sentatives from agencies that are a primary funding source for 
assistive technology. MoAT serves as the state grantee for the 
federal Assistive Technology Act and is responsible for admin-
istration of the state telecommunications equipment distribu-
tion program and the state assistive technology loan program.

science, social studies, English/communication arts, health/
physical education fi ne arts; and the career/technical content 
areas of agriculture, food and natural resources; business, 
marketing and information technology; family consumer sci-
ences and human services; and technology, health and skilled 
technical sciences. This offi ce also assists schools and career 
centers with the monitoring and approving of Perkins program-
ming.  

The development and oversight of the Missouri Assessment 
Program, consisting of the annual, grade-level assessments for 
grades 3–8 and the end-of-course high school assessments, as 
well as the administration of the National Assessment on Edu-
cational Progress (NAEP) are also responsibilities of this offi ce.

The Offi ce of Data System Management is responsible for 
the development and implementation of the Missouri Compre-
hensive Data System (MCDS) which includes the student-level 
record system, Missouri Student Information System (MOSIS); 
Core Data, a web-based data collection system of education-
related statistics; and the Electronic Plan and Electronic Grants 
System (ePeGS), an instrument provided to schools to assist 
with federal grant applications and program planning.  The 
MCDS also maintains the longitudinal data system utilized for 
tracking and research of student progress and achievement, 
postsecondary and workforce preparation, adult learning and 
GED completers, etc.

The Offi ce of Data System Management coordinates school 
district data team training and certifi cation regarding the use 
of data to improve classroom instruction.  The offi ce also col-
lects and generates data to meet federal reporting require-
ments and compliance, as well as provide data utilized in 
research and analysis that impacts policy decision-making. 

The Offi ce of Early and Extended Learning is responsible 
for the oversight of the department’s efforts to expand and 
improve early learning opportunities for children and providing 
support for teachers, programs, parents and families of young 
children. Staff administers the Missouri Preschool Program 
and the Child Care Development Fund Grant. The offi ce is also 
responsible for the development of early learning standards.  

Extended learning (after school) programs provide a safe, 
caring and nurturing place for extended learning, social, recre-
ational and personal life skills development for students during 
non-school hours (before and/or after school). Grant programs 
administered by this offi ce include the 21st Century Com-
munity Learning Centers grants and School Age Community 
grants. The programs foster partnerships among the schools, 
parents/families and communities.

The Offi ce of Educator Quality is responsible for evaluating 
educator preparation programs offered by Missouri’s higher 
education institutions. The Offi ce of Educator Quality also 
issues certifi cates (licenses) to all professional personnel who 
work in the state’s public school systems, as well as assisting 
with the review of certifi cate-holders who are charged with 
misconduct.

This offi ce is responsible for development of innovative pro-
fessional development programs for educators (teachers and 
administrators) at the state level and development of teacher, 
principal and administrator standards, as well as development 
of evaluation models for school personnel.

A primary function of the Offi ce of Quality Schools is to 
manage the Missouri School Improvement Program (MSIP), 
the state’s accreditation system for public school districts. 
This offi ce also administers a wide range of state- and feder-
ally funded programs that assist local schools (Title I, Title 
III and other federal programs), charter and other innovative 
schools, as well as developing a statewide system of support 
for schools, communities and families. Schools are also provid-
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