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Using ESSER Funds for Recovery and Strategic System Redesign
How districts are applying a “Do Now, Build Toward” approach to meet the needs of all students

AASA, July 2021



Today’s discussion
Learn from five school district teams who have shared their thinking and 
preliminary approach to ESSER planning:

• What their process has looked like so far

• What strategies they are choosing to invest in 

• How they are thinking about equity

• How they are planning for sustainability beyond 2024

Introduce practical tools and resources that you and your teams can use in 
your own ESSER planning process
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About Education Resource Strategies
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Current Partners
Recent/Past Partners

Education Resource Strategies (ERS) 
is a national non-profit that partners 
with district, school and state 
leaders to transform how they use 
resources (people, time, and 
money) to create strategic school 
systems that enable every school to 
prepare every child for tomorrow, no 
matter their race or income.
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Defining our shared challenge

• Students, especially students from low-income backgrounds and 
students of color, have experienced months of disrupted learning.

• With federal stimulus funding (ESSER), school districts have 
unprecedented power to rapidly respond to meet students’ needs
and ensure that we don’t “return to the old normal” when new funding 
expires.

• Based on spending patterns after the Great Recession, we know it is 
easy to spend quickly, backfill shortfalls, and reinvest in more of 
the same strategies that existed before COVID ― instead of using 
funds to spark meaningful long-term change.

Source: ERS

How can district 
leaders use stimulus 
funds to center 
equity, accelerate 
student learning and 
create a sustainable 
foundation for long-
term improvement?



Our shared challenge would be significant in 
simpler times. These are not simpler times.
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Critical race 

theory debate

Health and safety concerns
Teacher 
burnout

Student and 
family trauma

The “fiscal 
cliff”

Delta variant

Declining 
enrollment

Leader burnout



But we are inspired by the possibilities of the moment
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We leaders have a choice.

We can seize this moment to take a hard, honest look at our 
policies and practices and our rate of speed in dismantling long-
standing systemic inequities—and use it as a catalyst for change.

Or we can sit on our hands and pretend they are tied by forces 
beyond our control.

— District Leader



How are school districts approaching ESSER planning so far?
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District Enrollment FRL % Approximate 
ESSER II/III $PP

ESSER II/III % of 
Operating Budget

District A <50K 75%-100% $7,500 36%

District B <50K 75%-100% $5,000 56%

District C 50K-100K 50%-75% $3,500 45%

District D 50K-100K 25%-50% $1,500 22%

District E 100K+ 50%-75% $2,500 27%

Source: ERS analysis of district ESSER plans



Districts have submitted their ESSER II plans; some are still in 
the process of planning their ESSER III (ARP) dollars
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95% 98%

39%
30%

79%

21%

5% 2%

61%
70%

District A District B District C District D District E

Not Yet Planned

Not Yet Planned - Power Strategies*

Planned

Percent of Dollars by Planning Status, 
ESSER II/III Plans

*District E plans to use its remaining ESSER dollars to support 
unfinished learning

Districts C and D have not yet shared preliminary plans for ESSER III

ESSER II Allocation

PRELIMINARY DATA

Source: ERS analysis of district ESSER plan
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Invest in research-backed strategies that address 
student needs and will lead toward systemic change
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What would success look like?

• Investments are backed by research

• Resources address critical student needs now, while also laying the foundation for continued 
systemic change 

• Investments in facility upgrades, technology, and safety create enabling conditions for strong 
student learning and development experiences

Source: Education Resource Strategies



Evidence-based Power Strategies are designed to help 
district leaders focus on impact now and in the future
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1 Empowering, Adaptable 
Instruction

Ensure teaching teams have high-quality curriculum, time and support to 
collaboratively assess and accelerate learning and provide just-in-time support.

2 Time and Attention Expand and target individual attention and learning time inside and outside of 
traditional school hours, especially for students with the greatest learning needs.

3 Improving the 
Teaching Job

Restructure teaching jobs and roles to be more rewarding, collaborative, and 
sustainable while enabling excellent instruction from a diverse teaching force

4 Relationships & Social 
Emotional Support

Organize to cultivate positive student-adult relationships and ensure support for 
wellness and social emotional needs

5 Community & Family 
Partnerships

Engage families, community partners, and other out-of-school resources to 
increase academic, health, social, and emotional support for students.

Source: Education Resource Strategies



System leaders can prioritize among Power Strategies 
based on student and educator needs
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Power Strategies
Student/teacher needs →

Approach ↓
Unfinished 

learning Absenteeism Failing 
courses

Isolation, 
trauma

New tchrs
struggle

High tchr
turnover

1
Empowering, 

Adaptable 
Instruction

• High quality curriculum, assessment and support
• Time for observation and feedback

X
X

X X
X

X
X

2 Time and 
Attention

• High-dosage tutoring
• Small group intervention/acceleration
• Expanded learning time
• Credit recovery
• Lower class size/teacher loads

X
X
X
X
X

X
X
X
X
X

X
X
X
X
X X

3 Improving the 
Teaching Job

• Increased collaboration time
• Differentiated roles with expert support
• Shelter & develop for rookie teachers
• Teacher residency

X
X
X
X

X
X
X
X

4 Relationships & 
SEL Support

• Dedicated time for SEL and relationship building
• Counselors, social workers and psychologists

X X
X

X
X

X

5 Cmty & Family 
Partnerships • Family engagement and teacher time for outreach X X X

Source: Education Resource Strategies



Most districts are directing the majority of ESSER funds towards 
Power Strategies, with a focus on expanding Time & Attention
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4% 3% 3%
14% 8%

33% 38%

8%

44%

17%

29%
13%

5%

4%

5%

2%

1%

2%

9%

2%

27%

21%

19%

41%
55%

42% 47%

District A District B District C District D District E

Foundational Investments*

Not Yet Planned - Power Strategies

Family & Community Partnerships

Relationships & Social-Emotional
Supports
Teaching Job

Time & Attention

Empowering, Adaptable Instruction

Percent of Planned Dollars by Investment Area, 
ESSER II/III Plans

% of 
ESSER II/III 95% 98% 39% 30% 100%

*Foundational investments include the following:
• Continued health & safety investments
• Facilities upgrades
• Technology replenishment (devices, connectivity)
• Startup costs for new virtual school models
• Hiring central office positions
• Maintain current staffing levels despite declining enrollment. 

PRELIMINARY DATA

Source: ERS analysis of district ESSER plan



Among Time and Attention investments, all districts plan to invest in 
summer learning, and most plan to invest in small group instruction
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5%

18%

8%
15%

4%

14%

1%
14%

15%

4%

16%10%

3% 11%

3%

3%

33%

38%

8%

44%

22%

District A District B District C District D District E

Graduation Supports
Tutoring
Extended school day/year
Small Group Instruction
Summer Learning

Planned Time and Attention Initiatives by Specific Initiative, 
ESSER II/III Plans

Despite expectations that districts 
would invest heavily in tutoring as a 

learning recovery tool, so far only 3 of 
the 5 districts are planning to invest in 

that strategy.

PRELIMINARY DATA

Source: ERS analysis of district ESSER plan



Do Now...

● Extend core instructional time 
in a specific grade or subject

● Assign existing non-teacher staff 
to small-group instruction at 
targeted times in the day

● Identify a partner to provide 
high-dosage tutoring for a 
subset of high-need students 
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Build Towards...

● More learning time via extended school days and years, 
intersessions, intensive “high-dosage” tutoring, and other 
after-school learning opportunities.

● Smaller class sizes in priority grade levels and subjects, and 
where student needs are greatest, offset by larger class sizes in 
other areas

● Integrated learning experiences across live and asynchronous 
platforms

● Specialized and advanced HS classes offered online to 
maximize access and free teachers for more individualized 
instruction

Source: ERS

2 Time and Attention Expand and target individual attention and learning time inside and outside of 
traditional school hours, especially for students with the greatest learning needs.
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Use federal funding to address long-standing inequities 
that have been exacerbated by COVID
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What would success look like?

• Disrupt patterns of inequity. Assemble data and reflect on the systems, structures and practices that contribute 
to inequitable experiences and outcomes for students ― and identify ways your new investments can work to 
correct them

• Engage educators, students, and families. As you develop plans to gather information, insights, perspectives, 
and preferences from people who best understand students’ needs

• Target resources thoughtfully. Carefully consider which investments should be applied across all students or 
schools in the same way, and which should be targeted or differentiated based on your analysis of how needs 
vary across student groups and schools

Source: Education Resource Strategies



District E has planned for equity by allocating some 
resources using a need-based tiering system
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47%

21%

15%

17%

District E

Power Strategies: School-Need
Based

Power Strategies: Across the
Board

Not Yet Allocated: Power
Strategies

Non-Power Strategy
Investments

ESSER II/III Allocation Method District E created a need index based on pre-COVID 
weighted factors to build its school-based 3-tiered* 
system and distribute resources accordingly

Need Index Factors:

• FRL %
• Student Proficiency Rates – ELA 
• Student Proficiency Rates – Math
• Teacher Experience (% of Teachers < 3 years)
• ELL %
• Students with Disabilities %
• Students of Color %

*Tier I (highest need) = 25% of students, Tier II = 21% of students, Tier III (lowest need) = 54% of students

PRELIMINARY DATA

Source: ERS analysis of district ESSER plan



District E has prioritized its equity-focused spend on building 
teaching capacity and learning recovery
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Examples of Tier I (highest need) and Tier II* Investments:

Improve the Teaching Job Time and AttentionImprove the Teaching Job + Time and 
Attention

District E is focused on using resources to 
improve collaboration practices and build 

capacity of classroom teachers

Examples:
• PLC Facilitators – All grade levels

District E is hiring roles that serve the dual 
function of supporting teachers and creating 

smaller group sizes

Examples:
• ELA Resource Teacher – MS
• Math Resource Teacher – MS
• Algebra Resource Teacher – HS 

District E is directing resources to support 
students who are behind grade-level in 

foundational skills

Examples:
• Learning Acceleration Specialist – ES 
• Intensive Reading Teachers – MS + HS
• Intensive Math Teachers – MS + HS
• Graduation Acceleration – HS 

*Tier I (highest need) = 25% of students, Tier II = 21% of students, Tier III (lowest need) = 54% of students Source: ERS analysis of district ESSER plan



Using the tiered approach, District E is providing additional 
resources to students with greater needs

PRELIMINARY DATA

*Tier I (highest need) = 25% of students, Tier II = 21% of students, Tier III (lowest need) = 54% of studentsSource: ERS analysis of district ESSER plan

$7,800 $8,300 $9,100 
$7,900 $8,400 

$500 
$1,300 

$1,700 

$600 
$1,100 

 $-

 $2,000

 $4,000

 $6,000

 $8,000

 $10,000

 $12,000

Lowest need Medium need Highest need Non-FRL FRL

District E $pp before and with ESSER investments

ESSER Funds
Before ESSER

Ratio to lowest need… School need Student need

Before ESSER 1.00 1.02 1.16 1.00 1.05

With ESSER 1.00 1.10 1.28 1.00 1.11



Decisions about funds not yet allocated could have a large 
effect on overall per-pupil funding with ESSER

21

ESSER II/III Allocation Method

School Need 
Tier

If Allocated 
Across the Board

Ratio to Lowest 
need

If Allocated by 
School Need

Ratio to Lowest 
need

Highest $2,500 3.0 $3,000 4.9

Medium $2,300 2.7 $2,400 3.9

Lowest $800 1.0 $600 1.0

School Need 
Tier

If Allocated 
Across the Board

Ratio to Lowest 
need

If Allocated by 
School Need

Ratio to Lowest 
need

Highest $13,400 1.3 $13,900 1.4

Medium $11,900 1.2 $12,000 1.2

Lowest $10,300 1.0 $10,000 1.0

ESSER Allocation:

Total per-pupil funding:

47%

21%

15%

17%

District E

Power Strategies: School-
Need Based

Power Strategies: Across
the Board

Not Yet Allocated: Power
Strategies

Foundational Investments

PRELIMINARY DATA

*Tier I (highest need) = 25% of students, Tier II = 21% of students, Tier III (lowest need) = 54% of studentsSource: ERS analysis of district ESSER plan



In its original plan, District E budgeted for all ESSER 
dollars and then pulled back funds

Considerations for funds not yet allocated:

•District E prioritized decisions on an initial set of school allocations so that 
principals would have sufficient runway to hire qualified staff

• The district directed funds for roughly 350 positions, but is cautious in putting 
additional funds towards school-based personnel given 1) labor market 
constraints, and 2) sustainability concerns

•District leaders are currently engaging community and families to plan for the 
upcoming school years and determine ESSER spend strategies, including how to 
allocate the remaining 21% of dollars

22
Source: ERS analysis of district ESSER plan
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Districts may want to sustain changes they’re funding 
with ESSER dollars in the long-term
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What would success look like?

• Size the full cost of implementing strategies over time. Consider all the cost components of implementing a strategy well

• Integrate all funding sources.  Build coherence between new investments and existing ones, including by accelerating or 
deepening existing investments that are most aligned with your district’s recovery needs

• Invest in building bridges to new ways of organizing. For example: deepen investments in relationship-building and 
social-emotional learning by freeing up spending from punitive discipline

• Plan out how spending and organization will shift to sustain critical investments over time. Identify which 
expenditures will go away over time, and which will stay and shift over time
• Identify opportunities for shifting investments to extend ESSER dollars beyond the length of the funding period

Source: Education Resource Strategies



Three archetypes to long-term spending and 
sustainability after ESSER

25

0

100

19-20 20-21 21-22 22-23 23-24 24-25 25-26
Year

Pe
rc

en
t o

f P
re

-C
OV

ID
 E

xp
en

di
tu

re

Roll back: Ramp up redesign and then 
ramp down once the funding period ends, 
getting back to baseline in FY25

Investments are eliminated at 
the end of the ESSER funding 
period, and district returns to 

traditional strategies

Illustrative

Current Strategies Redesign Strategies Recovery Strategies
Source: Education Resource Strategies

What makes a good short-term investment?
• Addresses an urgent, short-term need

• Builds capacity of individuals, systems & processes

• Addresses start-up costs or one-time investments

• Catalyzes (or buys time for) long-term resource shifts



Three archetypes to long-term spending and 
sustainability after ESSER
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Roll back: Ramp up redesign and then 
ramp down once the funding period ends, 
getting back to baseline in FY25

Roll into standard operating 
procedure: Implement a “do now, build 
toward” approach for lasting change

Roll the dice: Ramp up redesign, ramp 
down some programs without making 
tradeoffs betting on additional funding

Investments are eliminated at 
the end of the ESSER funding 
period, and district returns to 

traditional strategies

Without adjusting existing
cost structures, districts will 
face a financial cliff in the 
years following ESSER

With “Build Toward”
vision and cost structures in 
place, spending reverts to 

pre-COVID levels

Illustrative

Current Strategies Redesign Strategies Recovery Strategies
Source: Education Resource Strategies

District teams can plan now for which investments they want to sustain 
after ESSER and how they will need to fund those investments



District E's ESSER plans for the upcoming years are 
increasingly focused on instructional strategies
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$16.2 $23.3
$8.5

$32.3 $23.9

$23.9

$6.8 $6.8

$6.8

$6.0

$6.0

$15.2

$42.1

$50.9

$71.7

$77.1

$66.8

$58.0

$80.2

$147.6

$168.9

$145.6

FY21 FY22 FY23 FY24

Foundational Investments
Not Yet Planned - Power Strategies
Family & Community Partnerships
Relationships & Social-Emotional Supports
Teaching Job
Time & Attention
Empowering, Adaptable Instruction

District E ESSER II/III Plan by Strategy Over Time
(In Millions of $)

11%

48%

60%
60%

% of ESSER 
II/III 15% 27% 31% 27%

Percent allocated to Power Strategies

PRELIMINARY DATA

Source: ERS analysis of district ESSER plan



7 key resource shifts required to create and sustain a 
“Build Toward” vision for school
• Ensure equitable funding across schools with more going to schools serving higher concentrations of students 

with greater learning needs

• Revamp teacher and school leader compensation and career path to support differentiated roles and 
responsibilities and raise compensation earlier and significantly for those who contribute most

• Strategically vary class size and learning time by subject, grade, student need 
and lesson type to target attention

• Invest to maximize use of inclusion strategies to support students with disabilities 

• Reduce teacher facilitated time to free time for teacher teaming, planning and 
connecting individually with students and families

• Leverage technology to facilitate instruction across schools, during school day and 
after hours 

• Incorporate other educators and outside providers in delivery of instruction
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Reflected in new 
master schedules 
and staffing models
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erstrategies.org
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erstrategies.org
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www.erstrategies.org/signup

@ERStrategies

www.erstrategies.org
VISIT

SUBSCRIBE

LIKE + FOLLOW


