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The CDE funding recommendation for the $415 million ARRA School Improvement Grant program was posted on the web for public review late Friday afternoon July 30.  It is Attach # 8 for Item # 4 on the SBE agenda for Monday morning August 2.  Very little time for LEA or public review, to say the least.
 

The recommendation is to fund 66 of 83 "priority 1" schools of the total of 113 schools for which applications were submitted.  Of the 83 "priority 1" schools, 15 were disqualified for unstated reasons.  The remaining 68 were rank-ordered by scores assigned by the application review team and were funded pretty much at the full amount of requested funds until the total amount of available money was reached.  The total amount of available money for this year is $316 million, so those funds were allocated to the first 66 schools, with only two "priority 1" schools with valid scores left unfunded.  No awards were recommended for 30 "priority 2" schools [of these, note that 3 schools were disqualified, so the number of qualified "priority 2" schools was actually 27].
 

The "priority 1" and "priority 2" designations were according to "federal priorities for funding" per page 7 of the agenda cover memo.  That priority is to fund districts that applied for SIG funds for all eligible schools in their district, before funding districts that applied for fewer than all eligible schools.  In effect, the CDE recommendation is to award all available funds on the basis of a single criteria, whether or not the district chose to apply for all eligible schools.  With the exception of the two "priority 1" schools, and the 15 schools disqualified for unknown problems with their applications, the quality of the application and other potential criteria were not factors for the CDE funding recommendation.
 

My initial reaction is that the CDE funding recommendation has limited appeal.  The time period for developing applications was extremely limited, essentially only 1 week from the time the feds approved CA funding for this program to the due date for the application.  Especially for the larger districts with multiple eligible persistently low-achieving schools on the list of 188 schools approved for possible SIG funding in March this year, one week to develop an application for all potential eligible schools was an unreasonable request.  It is understandable that a number of these districts chose to concentrate their limited time on a subset of eligible schools.  I don't know how much flexibility the feds anticipated when they issued the "federal priorities for funding" referenced above, but common sense tells me that relying totally on that single criteria is not what the feds had in mind.  In other words, the CDE recommendation appears to be unduly rigid in its application of federal priorities for funding.
 

If one goes back to the March 2010 agenda materials on the SIG issue, one gets a better flavor for what the feds would allow in terms of priorities for funding.  In particular, the CA application to the feds for the entire $415 million SIG program was part of the 100+ pages of agenda materials for Item # 18 heard by the SBE on March 11, 2010.  The CA application was Attach # 3, and the funding priorities were described on page 11 of 18 of that application.  That page describes the so-called "federal priorities" as mentioned above, but also states "In making award determinations, the SEA [that is the State Board for CA, not the CDE or SPI] will consider . . . . other factors, such as . . . . the selected intervention model, school enrollment, and the overall quality of LEA applications.  CA plans to take into consideration both a school's enrollment size and the intervention model the LEA selects for the school when determining the award for each school."  This language was approved by the feds when they approved CA's application for the $415 million of ARRA SIG funds in June.
 

The bottom line is there is more flexibility for how these funds may be awarded to LEAs and schools than the limited criteria used by the CDE to make their recommendation.  In particular, awards can be adjusted for school size and for intervention model selected.  Many applications were submitted by LEAs requesting the federal maximum amount per school [i.e., $6 million] without regard to school size or intervention model, defying common sense that larger schools would need greater funding and that the varying intervention models would take differential funding to execute the program.  The result of this lack of differentiation in the CDE funding recommendation is that a small school of perhaps only several hundred students executing a "restart" model that requested the maximum $6 million was awarded the same amount as a large school of several thousand students executing a more expensive "turnaround" model that requested the maximum $6 million.  Such a result is not reasonable or rational.
 

Fortunately, adjusting potential maximum funding per school for intervention model and enrollment size is a fairly easy thing to do.  In addition to these two variables, I would also suggest the funding maximums be adjusted for "current status" since due to methodology problems when the list of persistently low--achieving schools was constructed in March, there is a wide range of current achievement status represented on the list of 188 eligible schools.  The policy logic for such an adjustment is that the lower the current achievement status, the larger the award needed to move the school forward to higher achievement status.  To make adjustments for maximum funding levels per school, I would suggest the following:
· Adjustment for Model Selected:  The "turnaround" model is generally considered the most difficult and costly model to execute, so schools selecting this model would be allowed maximum federal funding [i.e. $6 million].  Next in line would be the "transformation" model for which a maximum award of 80 percent the maximum federal funding would be allowed [i.e., $4.8 million].  For a "restart" model, a maximum award of 60 percent of maximum federal funding would be allowed [$3.6 million].  And for a "closure" model, a maximum award of 20 percent the maximum federal funding would be allowed [$1.2 million]. 

· Adjustment for Enrollment:  Large schools should be allowed the maximum federal funding level [$6 million], while medium-sized schools might be allowed 75 percent of the federal maximum [i.e., $4.5 million] and small schools might be allowed 50 percent of maximum federal funding [$3.0 million].  For enrollment size cutoffs, I would suggest greater than 1000 students as large, from 500 to 1000 students as medium, and less than 500 students as small. 

· Roughly 1/6 of the 188 schools on the persistently low-achieving schools list for this program are API Decile 2 or 3 schools. These schools do not have the same achievement deficits as the API Decile 1 schools on the list, and thus should have their maximum funding levels reduced accordingly.  For Decile 2 schools, I would suggest maximum funding might be 75 percent of maximum federal funding [$4.5 million] while for the handful of Decile 3 schools on the list, the maximum funding might be 50 percent of maximum federal funding [$3.0 million].
Using the information on Item # 4 Attachs # 8 and # 9 posted two days ago, one can fairly easily put pencil to paper and compute maximum award sizes for each school listed on Attach # 8.  If a school has requested greater than the computed maximum award size, then the computed maximum award would be awarded.  If the school has requested less than the computed maximum award size, then the requested funds would be awarded.
 

Two examples might be useful:  (1) The first school on page 1 of Attach # 8 is Fedde Middle School in ABC Unified.  This school selected the "transformation" model which would reduce their maximum award size to $4.8 million.  The school has an enrollment of 439 students (see Attach # 9) so as a small school their maximum award size would be further reduced to $2.4 million.  The school is an API Decile 2 school so their maximum award size would be further reduced to $1.8 million.  The SIG application for this school requested $3.7 million.  The actual award, using these adjustments, would be reduced to $1.8 million, a reduction of $1.9 million.  (2) Halfway down page 1 of Attach # 8 is Riverside County Community School.  This school selected the "transformation" model, is a large school by virtue of an enrollment of 1146, and is a Decile 1 school.  The adjusted maximum award size, then, would be $4.8 million.  The application requested $5.4 million, so the actual award would be reduced to $4.8 million, a reduction of $0.6 million.
 

For the 66 schools recommended for funding by the CDE [total of $316 million], using these common sense adjustments, about 10 would not have their awards reduced from their requested awards.  However, the bottom line is that the total awards for these 66 schools would be reduced to roughly $217 million, or roughly 69% of the requested awards, a reduction of 31%.  [Note this is an estimate based on pencil and paper calculations with some missing data; it needs to be fine tuned and verified.]
 

Now, with the suggested reductions in the CDE recommended awards for the  66 schools per Attach # 8, CA would have an additional $99 million to fund awards for the two "priority 1" schools not recommended for funding by the CDE as well as the 27 qualified "priority 2" schools listed in Attach # 8.  The 29 schools just mentioned requested a total of $141.5 million in SIG funds.  However, if one applies an estimated 31% reduction factor for choice of model, enrollment, and current achievement status adjustments, an estimated additional $98 million would be needed to completely fund all qualified "priority 1" and "priority 2" schools that applied. The bottom line is that using the adjusted maximum awards taking into account intervention model, enrollment, and current achievement status, all qualified "priority 1" and "priority 2" schools could be funded for $315 million.
 

One has to realize that the available $315 million for SIG awards to LEAs is a fixed number.  If one is to fund all qualified schools, the only way to fund the 29 qualified schools not recommended for funding by the CDE is to reduce the awards for the 66 schools that were recommended for funding.  However, the adjustments recommended above are based on good policy rationale, and the result is a more equitable set of awards.  For me, the bottom line is that this proposal results in a more equitable distribution of funds, based on need, than the CDE recommendation.
 

Finally, a word about the four charter schools on the list.  I recognize there is likely to be an independent policy discussion tomorrow whether or not to fund charters selecting other than the "closure" model.  To provide a bit of context for that discussion, the total requested funding for the four charters for the CDE recommendation comes to $11.2 million, while the suggested funding for the four charters using the adjustments suggested above comes to $8.4 million.  Thus, considering funding reductions for charters based on an independent policy discussion may result in an additional $5-10 million being available, but not a larger amount.
