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To:
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Re:
American Recovery and Reinvestment Act

Date:
April 8, 2009

__________________________________________________________________________________

Over the past several weeks, RIDE has received a number of questions about the allocation of federal funds from the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) and about the allowable use of these funds. The amount of funding available and the short timelines in which it will be distributed are unprecedented. The purpose of this communication is to provide you with clarification from the most recent federal ARRA guidance on the use of funds.

Guidance from the United States Department of Education (ED)

This allocation of federal funds in the ARRA presents a rare opportunity to improve teaching and learning across the state. As we allocate these funds to districts and as you spend these funds, this process must be transparent. We all will be held accountable for all expenditures. The Secretary of Education has made it clear that states will be held accountable for demonstrable improvement across four areas of comprehensive education reform: 

· Improvements in teacher quality and commitments that all schools have highly qualified teachers;

· Development of enhanced PK-20 data systems that track student achievement;

· Development of college and career-ready standards and rigorous assessment systems that include all students with disabilities and English-language learners; and,

· Intensive support and effective intervention for schools that miss their annual targets.

We face a difficult task.  Local and state budgetary constraints may make it difficult to target ARRA funds to move indicators of progress in these four areas.  Nevertheless, I urge each of you to spend these funds so as to support improved student achievement in general and these four specified reforms in particular.

Please review the applications and guidance that ED has posted on its Web site: http://www.ed.gov/policy/gen/leg/recovery/index.html
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Information about the expenditure of the funds in Rhode Island is also available on the Governor’s Web site: www.recovery.ri.gov
The applications and guidance from ED stress these overall provisions:

· The ARRA funds must be spent on education, specifically to “improve student achievement through improvement and reform.”

· Districts have some latitude on spending of these funds, but all expenditures must be publicly reported to “ensure transparency and accountability.” 

· Because of increased federal reporting requirements, districts must segregate these funds and track all of the expenditures separately. 

· Expenditures must be made thoughtfully so as not to incur “unsustainable continuing commitments after the funding expires” in 2012.

· The Title I and IDEA funds must not be used to pay for programs or other expenditures that are currently paid for with funds from nonfederal sources, though districts may apply for exceptions to this provision; it appears, however, that very few Rhode Island districts will qualify for these exceptions regarding IDEA.

· At the district level, the requirement for maintenance of effort is still in force; municipalities must continue to maintain at least the current level of local support for education, regardless of the influx of federal aid. (RIGL 16-7-23)

Application for Funds in the Current School Year

No later than April 30th, RIDE will make available application forms for districts for the following funds for the current school year (2008-09):  
· State Fiscal Stabilization Funds (SFSF)

· Title I Part A

· IDEA

RIDE will process these applications immediately on receipt. We are committed to streamlining the process to the maximum extent allowable under federal law. 

If you intend to use Title I and IDEA funds within ARRA in the current school year, please complete and return the attached response form as soon as possible. 

Although State Fiscal Stabilization Funds will flow on a schedule dictated by the state, not every district will choose to access its other ARRA allocations in the current fiscal year.  

Additional information regarding the sources of funding contained in the ARRA is set forth below.
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Stabilization Funds

Each district must file an application for its stabilization funding. In partnership with the Governor, RIDE will administer the district application process for the Stabilization Funds. The application will include mandatory assurances, a description of how the district plans to use its Stabilization Funds, a plan to demonstrate that it has the capacity to comply with the ARRA reporting requirements, and a description of how the district will assist the state in advancing essential reforms. 

Districts may use these funds “to pay salaries to avoid having to lay off” school employees, to purchase textbooks and equipment, to support programs that address the needs of students at risk of failure, and to meet general expenses of the district (ED Guidance, III-D-6, p. 20). Funds may also be used for any activities authorized by ESEA, IDEA, the Adult and Family Literacy Act, or the Perkins Act. For further information from ED, please refer to pages 18 – 26 of the Stabilization Funds guidance, which outlines uses of the funds.

Title I, Part A, Funds

All current Title I, Part A requirements apply to use of Title I, Part A, ARRA funds, including the supplement, not supplant requirements. That is, districts are barred from using these funds unless, in the absence of federal funds, the district would have eliminated the activity and the activity now paid for with federal funds is an allowable activity under Title I, Part A. Please see pages 28-29 of the Title I, Part A, ARRA Guidance for further information on provisions regarding “supplement, not supplant.”

Districts should use the Title I Part A ARRA funds for activities that are aligned to the core goals of ARRA, with a focus on short-term investments that have a potential for long term benefits. For additional detail on use of Title I, Part A ARRA funds, please refer to Section D (pp. 32ff) in the Title I, Part A, ARRA Guidance.
IDEA Funds

All statutory and regulatory provisions that currently apply to IDEA funds apply equally to IDEA ARRA funds. Districts must use IDEA Part B and Preschool ARRA funds only for the excess costs of providing special education and related services to children with disabilities, except where IDEA specifically provides otherwise. The 15-percent Part B set-aside for Comprehensive Early Intervening Services for districts with significant disproportionality (i.e., with an overrepresentation among students with disabilities of students who are black or Hispanic) also applies to ARRA funds. The ARRA provides no additional authority permitting supplanting.  
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There have been some inquiries about whether districts are allowed to use 50% of the IDEA increase to reduce nonfederal maintenance of effort and direct such amount to other programs. Please be aware that such reduction of effort is not available to districts identified as having significant disproportionality and those who have missed targets on State Performance Plan compliance indicators. 

For additional information, please refer to the ED Guidance, Funds for Part B of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act. This and other related guidance documents are posted on both the ARRA and RIDE Web sites. If you have a specific question regarding your district’s eligibility in this regard, please contact your IDEA program officer here at RIDE.

Competitive Funds

Race to the Top and other competitive funds will be available shortly after the distribution of the Stabilization, Title I, and IDEA funds in this fiscal year. RIDE is working aggressively to position the state to compete for these funds. The ability for Rhode Island to compete successfully is largely dependent on the wise investment of the stabilization funds. Our collective ability to show results in the four identified areas of education reform will have a significant impact on our ability to compete for the Race to the Top funds. We will keep you apprised of these opportunities.

Reporting Requirements

ED guidance establishes specific reporting requirements, on a school-by-school basis, of per-pupil expenditures of the ARRA funds. Districts will be required to report expenditures to RIDE, which in turn will report expenditures to ED.  At this time, ED has not yet released specific reporting instructions. We will provide further information on reporting requirements as it becomes available.

Future Communications and Timely Updates

We have set up a section of our Web site (linked to the RIDE home page, www.ride.ri.gov) that will be a central source of information regarding ARRA. This ARRA@RIDE page will include FAQs, through which we will post responses to questions that we receive, as well as links to important documents, such as application forms and guidance from the U.S. Department of Education.

We have also established an e-mail account to handle all inquiries regarding ARRA; I encourage you to use this account for any questions or concerns that you may have about ARRA so that we can effectively respond to your questions: arra@ride.ri.gov.

This is a time of fiscal crisis but great opportunity to improve student achievement. I encourage all of us to work together for the benefit of Rhode Island students and schools.
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