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Monitoring Student Engagement, Tolerance 
and Program Participation

The Note Home At The End Of The Day

It is common, at the end of the school day, for the teacher to write a note home to 
parents of selected students to report on the students’ performance during the school 
day. These notes are narrative, anecdotal accounts. Sometimes a student is starting a 
new program and the parents want to know how the student is adjusting to the program. 
In other cases, students exhibit chronic stress and reactive problems and their 
performance during the school day can be highly erratic. Occasionally a stable child 
becomes unstable at home and the parents want to know if the effect has carried over 

staff. They are not convinced that their children’s needs are fully understood and they 
are unsure if the approach proposed by the school will have a good result. Perhaps they 
have had an experience, or several experiences, where the school failed to deliver an 
effective program. Whatever the reason for requesting a daily report, the questions are 
the same. “How did the day go? What kind of day did my child have? What did my child 
do today?

There are many problems with the practice of writing narrative, anecdotal notes 
home at the end of the day. Above all, it is a time consuming exercise that forces the 
teacher to be brief, to sum up the entire day with just a few sentences. Not many people 
can remember accurately, at the end of the day, what took place earlier in the day. Time 
constraints and limitations of memory require that the teacher be selective about what to 
put in the note, but what the teacher chooses to focus on or what the teacher neglects 
to mention often becomes more important than the actual content of the note. Most 
often the notes fail to provide reassurance and they raise more questions than they 
answer. 

The notes home at the end of the school day do not provide a measure of 
performance and they do not describe the school day. They are subjective and 
selective, they are a disruption and a burden at a busy time of the day, and they often 
cause more problems than they solve. Notes home should be used to inform parents 
about something unusual or noteworthy that happened (positive or negative) or to 
inform parents about something that requires follow up at home (e.g., review or 
reinforcement of academic material, reminder about a special event the next day, etc.).

Monitoring Performance

There are many good reasons for providing parents with information about 
student performance at the end of the school day. However, the communication 
between school and home should provide parents with a view of the entire day, not just 
selected memories, and it should include an objective measure of student performance. 
The information should not be anecdotal. It should be based on a rating scale that can 
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be used to make comparisons throughout the day (across subjects and time) and from 

each activity (not just at the end of the day), and it should take no more than a total of 
two minutes to complete (two minutes to complete the entire report over the course of 
the full school day, not two minutes following each activity).

Parents are concerned about their children’s progress and they are entitled to 
advocate for programming that is successful. There are many ways to evaluate 
progress. The note at the end of the day should be the last step, not the primary means, 
and if the other evaluation steps are not completed, the note or report at the end of the 
day is completely without context and completely meaningless.

the goals and objectives; the goals and objectives must be reasonable to achieve, and 
the goals and objectives must be measurable. The next step is to propose a program 

accommodations, etc.). There may be some questions about the adequacy of the 
program. Perhaps some would argue that there isn’t enough direct service, or that the 
methods and approaches will not work. Those concerns are reasonable, and that is why 
we have the quarterly review of the IEP. If progress is adequate at the one-quarter mark 
(remember, the IEP is set up to allow objective measurement of goals) then the program 
is working and those questions have been answered. If progress is not adequate at the 
one-quarter mark proposals are made to add to or modify the program and review 
again. This leaves just one question to be answered by the daily report home, “Is the 
child engaged in the program?”

A great program is not a great program for the child who is not engaged in it, who 
isn’t tolerant of the school day, who can’t participate because of tolerance problems. A 
great set of goals and objectives means nothing if there is no opportunity to work on 
them because the child in unavailable, disengaged. The information that matters on a 
daily basis is a report that informs staff and parents about the extent of the student’s 
participation in the program. Progress toward goals and objectives is not a straight line. 
Some days show great progress while others look like a step back, so measurement of 
IEP progress is more reliable on a quarterly basis, not a daily basis. On a daily basis we 
want to know if the student is participating in or engaged in the program. The note home 
at the end of the day should be about this.

Tolerance And Engagement Problems

Some students are extremely reactive, fragile, overwhelmed by stress. They are 
bothered by noise and confusion, they are easily frustrated and they have poor coping 
skills. On many days these students enter school with a limited ability to cope with 
stress and throughout the day their coping resources are quite variable and easily 
diminished. These students become upset at school, sometimes several times every 
day for extended periods of time. They may refuse to participate in activities during 
these episodes, they may verbally and physically protest activities, they might crawl 
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under a desk or try to run out of the room. For these students, the primary problem is 
tolerance. When the tolerance problem is solved their engagement and program 
participation is not a problem. During their episodes the students are soothed and 
settled until the episode is resolved, and while this is happening the student is not 
engaged in the program activities. Parents and staff understand that these episodes are 
inevitable and that this work is important for these students. However, we expect these 
episodes to decrease in frequency and duration and we expect the students to 
participate in more of the program. For these students we should monitor their tolerance 
and participation on a daily basis using the Rating Of Tolerance And Program 
Participation rating form (later in this section). 

Some students are chronically disengaged despite appearing quite comfortable 
in the classroom. These students do not often exhibit adverse stress reactions, they 

the program. These students may be unresponsive to staff direction, as if they didn’t 
hear or comprehend what was said. They might be preoccupied with their own thoughts 
or daydreams or become fascinated with a small object. These students are not likely to 
complain or protest or ask for help. They might seek out more solitary time, they might 
isolate themselves. While they are disengaged to this extent they are not accessing the 
program, so progress will be limited by the frequency and duration of the 
disengagement. For these students we should monitor their level of engagement and 
participation on a daily basis using the Level Of Engagement In Program Activities 
rating form (later in this section).

Some students have occasional problems with stress and tolerance as well as 
occasional problems with disengagement only. For these students we should monitor 
their level of functioning using one of the Daily Rating Of Adjustment And Program 
Participation rating forms. There are several examples of this form later in this packet. 

the needs of any student. In some cases, for example, more of the day is spent 
receiving various support services (e.g., speech and language, resource, occupational 
therapy) so these activities are added to the form, and in other cases there are different 

Listed below are the guidelines for using the daily report forms. This article is 
about using daily report forms, it is not about intervention for stress, tolerance and 
engagement. For more information about dealing effectively with tolerance and 
engagement problems see Stress, Tolerance And Engagement.

Guidelines

Rating Of Tolerance And Program Participation
Throughout the day the student should be monitored and at the end of each 

activity (including recess, lunch, snack, all subjects, specialty services, etc.) a rating 
number should be circled to indicate the student’s level of tolerance and participation. 
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activity but affected by the time of the day. The rating scale has a rubric on the bottom 
so that staff and parents have the same understanding of what each number means. A 
copy of the form can be sent home if the parent wants this information, and a copy 

several forms have been completed.

Level Of Engagement In Program Activities
Throughout the day the student should be monitored in much the same way as 

outlined in the previous section, with a focus on engagement, rather than tolerance. On 
the bottom of the form is a list of behaviors that indicate engagement. Behaviors may be 

student typically does when (s)he is engaged. Just as with the Rating Of Tolerance And 
Program Participation form, a copy may be provided for parents and a school copy 
should be retained for program planning and evaluation purposes.

Daily Rating Of Adjustment And Program Participation
This form is used to provide a general measure of program participation. Several 

versions are included in this section to show how the form can be altered to 
accommodate different needs. In some cases, it may be important to record the site 
where the student is participating in each activity (e.g., classroom-CR, resource room-
R) as well as how much time was spent in each activity. There is also space to indicate 
whether or not a specialty service was delivered (e.g., occupational therapy), where the 
service was delivered (e.g., classroom or therapy room) and how many other students 
participated. One of the forms provides a space to log episodes of unsafe behavior.

General Guidelines

out every day for a period of time at the start of the program. Once the student has 
stabilized and participation in the program is at the expected level, the form should be 

Sometimes parents will provide an intervention at home and they’ll want to know 
how it affects the student at school (e.g., a change in medication). Other times parents 
will encounter a problem at home and they’ll want to know if the same thing has 
occurred at school (e.g., some form of regression or deterioration). Occasionally 
students will develop problems because of a change at school (e.g., a new student is 

on a more regular basis again, until another period of stability is achieved.
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