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Advocates interested in the reauthorization of No Child Left Behind (NCLB) should get used to the wait, according to Jack Jennings, who says that it will take more than a year to get a new bill through the Congress after a new president takes office. Jennings, who worked on education issues for the House Committee on Education for the US Congress, is widely recognized as an expert on federal education. He now runs the Center for Education Policy. Jennings spoke at the annual meeting of the National Association of State and Federal Education Policy Administrators in Washington, DC.

Despite the wait ahead, Jennings advised attendees to talk to their Congressional delegations now, to ensure that they understand the weaknesses in the current law that need to be addressed.

Obstacles
Among the most pressing obstacles to a reauthorization is that, having titled this law "No" Child Left Behind, almost any change is perceived as losing ground by leaving "some" children behind, Jennings said, relating that Democractic US Senator Ted Kennedy's staff has been working for more than a year trying to get agreement with the Republicans. Most, if not all, of the key issues being debated - how to hold schools accountable for progress; the appropriate use of assessments; testing English language learners and students in special education; and even supplemental educational services and school choice - all are part of a larger conversation about how to serve all children. Any step "backward" - such as offering SES and choice to only those students who are academically low-performing, or even differentiated consequences for schools only missing AYP by a point or so - presents a political opening for opponents to level accusations of leaving children behind.

Worth Reading
As in every reauthorization season, nearly every education group presents its recommendations and positions. This time, even the US Department of Education's Office of the Inspector General has a position paper, summarizing nearly 7 years' worth of audits, inspections and investigations. It's well-organized and worth a read, especially since it represents the watchdog groups' view of the US Department of Education's weaknesses.

If you are considering contacting members of Congress with your point of view on the reauthorization, consider calling Ethica first. Staff at Ethica have many years' experience lobbying the US Congress and can work with you to maximize your effectiveness.
Expenses Not Included in a Schoolwide Plan Cannot Be Paid With Title I Funds, New Guidance Says 

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

"Be careful what you ask for." That is undoubtedly the thought on many educators' minds once they read the newly released guidance on Title I Schoolwide Programs, released in February as an update to the overall Title I Fiscal Guidance. The new guidance answers many long-standing questions - but few are likely to be happy with the answers. "Schoolwide is no longer the free ride that it used to be," said attorney Sheara Krvaric, formerly of Brustein & Manasevit.

Consolidation Defined
One of the pressing questions, at least to auditors and accountants, was what it actually means to "consolidate" Title I funds. According to the guidance, consolidation can be "conceptual" - meaning that funds are used together, but that they are not literally combined under a single accounting code. Since many, if not most, districts have been operating this way for years, this idea shouldn't prompt many changes.

But "conceptually" consolidating schoolwide funds is far from enough, as the state of Ohio found after an audit of Columbus Public Schools.

New Rules for Handling SWP Funds
The guidance calls for very specific methods for how schoolwide funds are handled - and a recent, critical audit report underscores the fact that if auditors find that funds aren't handled correctly, districts stand to lose significant funds. The audit, of Columbus Public Schools, asks for repayment of $2.36 million. 

Columbus handled its Title I schoolwide programs as many districts do - it considered funds at those schools to have lost their identity (neither federal nor state/local), and so used its schoolwide program flexibility to pay any and all costs for the school with these funds. "The US Department of Education on several occasions reiterated its agreement that an SEA, for purposes of compliance, may administer schoolwide programs under the theoretical model in which all funds lose their identity and no expenditure can be traced back to a funding source," Ohio wrote in its response to the audit, which primarily focused on time and effort recordkeeping by NCLB-paid personnel. Ohio referred in its response to USDE guidance from March, 2006, entitled Designing Schoolwide Programs.

However, auditors said that the funds were not consolidated, since the accounting system did not show that there was a consolidation method in place. Without a methodology, auditors refused to allow the district to use any of the schoolwide flexibility, instead examining the allowability of each cost. "Funds were accounted for in the same way whether or not the individual was employed by a schoolwide or non-schoolwide school. [The Ohio DOE] did not provide any evidence to show that...[Columbus] used an accounting method to consolidate schoolwide program funds at its schoolwide schools. [Columbus'] accounting records provided no indication that any of its schoolwide schools chose to consolidate funds," the OIG wrote in its report. 

Guidance Not A Safety Net
Further, the OIG stated that prior guidance issued by the USDE "addresses schoolwide coordination of services, not a consolidated accounting system." In other words, Columbus - and the state of Ohio - relied on USDE guidance. The OIG determined that USDE's guidance was wrong - and that, despite having followed this guidance, Columbus should return the relevant funds. This calls all guidance into question. Recently, other OIG audits showed that USDE's policy letters also offer no protection for districts and/or states who follow letters not written specifically to them.

Watch for more articles on this guidance in upcoming issues of Ethica Extra!

This new guidance is very tricky. Staff at Ethica, LLC can work with your district to minimize the chances of any audit findings - especially questioned costs like those in Columbus. 
USDE Releases New Reading First Guidance for Private School Services 
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The US Department of Education released new guidance on the use of Reading First funds for private school students last week without any fanfare. In fact, it's not clear what prompted the guidance, which presents updated versions of only a few questions from an earlier Reading First guidance document. However, it raises some very interesting questions. 

Equal or Equitable?
Every Title I administrator knows that private school students are entitled to equitable services. However, this new guidance document appears to use the terms "equitable" and "equal" interchangeably, as the following passage illustrates:

"The statute requires LEAs to provide private school children and their teachers or other educational personnel with educational services that address their needs related to Reading First on an equitable basis with public school children and teachers.  LEAs must provide these services in a timely manner.

    Funds provided for educational services and other benefits for private school children and their teachers must be equal, taking into account the number and educational needs of the children to be served, to the funds provided for participating public school children."

Coming on the heels of Secretary Spellings' memo on using Title I funds to carry out Reading First programs, Title I directors should be on alert for potential confusion in the area of private school services. 

Private school services was a large area of concern during the federal monitoring visit. If you need assistance ensuring that your private school programs are in compliance, please contact us directly.
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