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Congress Considers Changes to School Improvement Funds 
Florida's Monitoring Report: Improvement Needed 

Allocations Should Bring Some Relief 

Welcome back to Ethica Extra! Each week, we hope to bring you news and interpretation that will be helpful to you - and that you're not likely to get anywhere else. If you don't want to receive this newsletter, please scroll down to the "unsubscribe" button - no SPAM is good SPAM!

If you do want to know more - read on!



	Congress Eyes School Improvement Funding; 
OIG Recommends More Oversight 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
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Congressional leaders have asked the Government Accountability Office (GAO) to keep a close eye on Title I school improvement funds, according to a recent report and media stories. Senators Tom Harkin (D-IA) and Arlen Specter (R-PA), the two top senators on the Labor-HHS-Education Appropriations subcommittee, have said they will ask the US Department of Education for an April update on progress in tracking school improvement funds, as the GAO recommended. In its study, Education Actions Could Improve the Targeting of School Improvement Funds to Schools Most in Need of Assistance, the GAO faulted both the USDE and states, including Florida.

Also as a result of the GAO study, the USDE is recommending that the hold-harmless that applies to these funds be removed, so that states would be able to reserve the 4 percent of funds regardless of whether any of its districts would lose funds. The GAO has recommended further study to determine its actual effect on districts. Florida has been unable to set aside the full amount for more than three years. In 2006, 12 states were unable to set aside the full 4 percent due to the hold-harmless provision.

The concerns driving this recommendation of eliminating the hold-harmless appear to be both consistency of funding to schools, and prioritizing the use of Title I funds. "Effectively, the hold-harmless provision prioritizes preserving the Title I funding of all eligible Title I districts over ensuring that the lowest-performing schools receive funds for school improvement," the report states. This may prevent some of the neediest schools that face the most challenges from obtaining consistent funds to improve.

The GAO specifically criticized Florida for not collecting the specific names of schools receiving the Title I school improvement funds, and the activities, by legislative category, being conducted at each school. Although the FDOE has this information, it is not currently collected in a format for public release. GAO criticized USDE for not ensuring that all states collect this information and make it publicly available.

New Requirements
The GAO's criticisms appear to have led to new, specific requirements in the newly funded school improvement funds (1003g). For those funds, USDE is requiring significant reporting, not only of school names and activities, but also results. (See USDE's RFA here.) It also has made the targeting of the neediest schools a specific requirement, perhaps addressing a GAO criticism that some states did little or no targeting, resulting in very small amounts of funding per school. In Massachusetts, for example, the average per-school award was $1700. Some states required districts to provide each school an equal amount of funding, again making targeting difficult.

GAO also stated that USDE needed to step up its monitoring activities to ensure that states comply with the requirements for allocating school improvement funds and prioritizing funds to the lowest-performing schools, as well as ensuring that states track which schools receive improvement funds and make that list publicly available. USDE agreed with the recommendations, and states may see a new focus on these compliance areas.

Ethica can help with school improvement planning, monitoring, and decisionmaking. Send an email to Cheryl@EthicaLLC.com.
USDE Places Conditions on Florida's Title I Grant 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Florida has a condition on its grant award, specifying that the state must submit and receive federal approval that all compliance issues identified in its monitoring report have been corrected, according to a Feb. 28 letter from the US Department of Education to Commissioner Eric Smith. It's not clear what this means in practice, and more information may be forthcoming from the USDE.

Florida's final monitoring report has just been released, but is not yet published online. In it, the USDE declined to accept any of the arguments FDOE made, instead maintaining all of its preliminary findings. 

Many of the findings are likely to bring changes in the way FDOE operates, as well as potentially keeping Florida from participating in the newly announced differentiated accountability pilot (see April 4 issue). For example, USDE again identified subrecipient (district) monitoring as a compliance issue, stating that "Since 2004, the [FDOE] has been unable to demonstrate that it has developed and implemented a process that is sufficient to ensure that it has an effective method to monitor for compliance with all requirements including procedures to identify and correct issues of noncompliance."

Funding Impact?
USDE is requiring FDE to provide a plan that indicates "how it will implement a process that determines whether LEAs are complying with basic Title I fiscal requirements on an annual basis prior to the time it awards Title I funds." (Emphasis added) Those basic fiscal requirements are: supplement not supplant; comparability; and maintenance of effort. Again it remains to be seen how this will be carried out, especially regarding comparability. While supplement not supplant can be checked during the application budget review process, and maintenance of effort is already calculated at the FDOE, comparability is more complicated. Traditionally, FDE has allowed districts to wait until after the October FTE count (Survey 2), and has worked with districts on comparability in the late Fall. The current monitoring report seems to dictate a change.

Comparability is also a hot topic in the No Child Left Behind reauthorization, and is the focus of an upcoming forum in Washington, D.C.  organized by the Center for American Progress. Of concern is the assurances option, which requires that a district assure that all of its teachers are paid under the same salary schedule. Critics argue that this allows districts to ignore the fact that many Title I schools have lower-paid teachers because they are less experienced.

To read Florida's full monitoring report, click here. Future Ethica Extra! Articles will discuss other key findings by the USDE.


Ethica is working with several Florida districts to prepare for state monitoring. For more details, email Cheryl@EthicaLLC.com.
Title I Allocations Bring Rare Good Budget News to Florida Districts 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Based on preliminary Title I allocations issued by the US Department of Education April 3, only 4 districts of Florida's 67 are likely to lose funding, and even those should lose only a small fraction. Of course, in this budget year, any cut will be felt. Among those districts gaining Title I funds, some stand to gain as much as 55 percent. Also based on these preliminary allocations, Florida should be able to set aside the 4 percent allowed for school improvement activities - and 2008-09 may be the first year in the last 5 that the state can access the full amount.

Changes in Census
The 2008-09 school year is the first year in which the Title I formula is based on the  American Community Survey in addition to the mathematical adjustments made in the off-years of the Census (the next full Census will be conducted in 2010, but the results lag by at least a year or two). The ACS was developed in part to respond to criticism that Census data is much less accurate in the off years. It collects data on a smaller sample than the Census, and allows researchers to "fine-tune" the adjustments on which many programs' allocations are based.

The 2010 Census was to have been conducted electronically, but after being declared a "high risk" activity due to problems, the government recently announced that, once again, the Census will be done using pencil and paper - a decision that will contribute to the delay in using the updated results.

The change in Census data makes it statistically unreliable to compare last year's poverty calculation to this year's, but the dollar-to-dollar comparison makes it clear that most Florida districts benefited from the change in methodology.

State Adjustments
Due to its current organization -with districts contiguous with county lines - Florida has to make very few adjustments to the preliminary allocations. However, this will change if the state begins to grant single-district charters under the new Commission of Excellence. The Commission granted its first charters this year, but has not yet announced whether the schools will exist within their current, geographic local education agency (LEA); whether the Commission itself will be the LEA; or whether the charter schools will be single-school LEAs. Each of these configurations has budgetary and operational implications.

Florida currently adjusts allocations for the developmental research schools at the University of Florida, Florida Atlantic University, Florida A&M University, and Florida State University; and the Florida School for the Deaf and the Blind, which draws students from across the state. It also keeps approximately one percent of the total for state administration. Until the current school year (2008-09), each state could keep a full one percent, or $500,000 at a minimum (called the  "small-state minimum"). However, the No Child Left Behind Act includes a cap on state administration funds when the overall allocation for all of Title I reaches $13 billion. That cap is now in place, adding to the long list of issues for the reauthorization.

Adjusted allocations are issued by the Florida Department of Education. To view the preliminary allocations and analysis, click here. To view preliminary allocations for other federal programs, click here.

For a FREE overview on how Title I Funding flows to districts, send an email with "Funding" in the subject to Cheryl@EthicaLLC.com.
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...visit our web site at www.EthicaLLC.com

...send me an email Cheryl@EthicaLLC.com

...or give me a call! 850.766.7216



