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During the fourth quarter of the AASA Communities of Practice project, many state 

leaders and superintendents requested information strategies for using Elementary and 

Secondary School Emergency Relief (ESSER) funding. In response to their requests, on 

July 21, 2021, David Rosenberg (ER Strategies Partner) presented a Communities of 

Practice Webinar focusing on seven crucial principles for investing ESSER funding with a 

“do now, build toward” approach.  He analyzed seven key priorities for educational leaders, 

highlighted key considerations for each, and shared resources to help districts make their 

vision a reality. The following discussion guide is designed for use by participating 

Community of Practice members from Florida, Michigan, Ohio, Tennessee, Texas, and 

Washington as they provide professional development to their staffs on using ESSER 

funding effectively and strategically in the coming academic year.  This guide includes the 

following: 

 

• Highlights of the key ideas and recommendations presented by David Rosenberg;  

• Suggested discussion questions for use by facilitators of professional development 

using the webinar presentation and its recommendations for implementing the seven 

priorities identified by Mr. Rosenberg 

• Please Note: Links to the webinar power point presentation and suggested resources 

can be found on the AASA Communities of Practice Canvas platform. 

 

Webinar Highlights 
 

• David Rosenberg is a partner with Education Resource Strategies (ERS). He provides 

counsel to state and local education leaders throughout the United States. In response 

to the COVID-19 pandemic, Mr. Rosenberg led the development of ERS’ COVID 

Comeback Models as well as guidance for national, state, and local leaders on critical 

resource decisions required to address emerging student needs. He is the author of 

Growing Great Teachers, an assessment of how district leaders can sustainably 

provide differentiated supports for rookie teachers, and Igniting the Learning 

Machine, a study of how the most effective systems organize to enable strategic 

professional learning. 
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• As students and educators conclude a school year like no other, district leaders are 

looking ahead to 2021-22. Planning has already been underway for months and now, 

with an infusion of ESSER funding, district leaders are faced with key decisions 

about how to invest those funds strategically. 

 

• According to presenter David Rosenberg, navigating these challenges and 

opportunities is best approached with a “do now, build toward” mindset. This means 

that leaders must address critical student needs now and lay a sustainable foundation 

for lasting improvement.  

 

• The presenter analyzes seven key principles for investing ESSER funds strategically 

to ensure sustainable improvement over the long run. He highlights key 

considerations for each principle and shares resources to help your district realize its 

vision for a successful and collaborative reopening of schools. 

 

• Rosenberg’s seven principles include the following: (1) Understand and quantify 

students’ needs; (2) Invest in proven, high-impact strategies; (3) Design new staffing 

and scheduling models; (4) Design for equity; (5) Plan spending for long-term 

sustainability; (6) Create system conditions; and (7) Define success, measure, and 

adjust. 

 

 

 

 

Suggested Warm-Up Questions 
 

 

Introductory/Warm-Up Questions: 

 

1. What are the key issues we are confronting as we plan for reopening of schools? 

 

2. What funding priorities do you consider to be the most significant or pressing for 

the new academic year? 

 

3. In your opinion, how can we use Elementary and Secondary School Emergency 

Relief (ESSER) funding in a strategic way that supports our long-range vision for 

reopening? 

 

 

Introducing the Concept of “Do Now, Build Toward”  

When Using ESSER Funding  
 
 

1. Key Introductory Ideas: 
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• Effective ESSER funding must be strategic and designed for the future when 

funding ends. 
 

• The work of adapting teaching and learning for the post-COVID era is best 

approached with a “Do Now, Build Toward” mindset in which we choose doable 

starting points for the fall, designed with a longer-term vision in mind. 

 

• With tight timelines and continued pressure around figuring out how to reopen 

schools safely and effectively, some districts are jumping to costing out specific 

investments without first defining their vision of learning and recovery. 

 

• A defined vision must flow through to clear strategies that are based on research 

and lessons learned from past experiences—and districts will need to go further 

still to outline what those strategies mean at the school level for staffing and for 

students’ and teachers’ schedules. 

 

• Too often, districts stop at a high-level vision without specifying and supporting 

the significant changes that need to manifest in schools to make that vision a 

reality.  
 

2. Suggested Guide Questions for This Section:  
 

• Where are we with our strategic planning for the use of ESSER funds in our 

district? 

 

• To what extent are we using what David Rosenberg calls a “Do Now, Build 

Toward” approach in using ESSER funds? 

 

• What is our shared vision for learning and recovery? 

 

• What clear strategies will we need to use to help us achieve that vision? 

 

• What are the implications for staffing and for students’ and teachers’ schedules, 

resources, and social-emotional needs? 

 

• What do we need to explore as a team so that we fully understand the implications 

of ESSER funding for our district? 

 

 

 Understanding and Quantifying Students’ Needs 
 

 

1. Key Conclusions Presented by David Rosenberg: 

 

• The pandemic has created challenges for every child and has exacerbated existing 

inequities. 
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• Researchers estimate that students may start the 2021-22 school year with up to 

seven to eight months of unfinished learning for white students and up to 11-12 

months for students of color. 

 

• The National Association of School Psychologists anticipates that the percentage 

of children exhibiting social-emotional or behavioral concerns could double or 

triple as a result of COVID-19. 

 

• We need comprehensive state assessment and benchmark data that fully measure 

the depth and breadth of student need. 

 

• Also, quantifying need across the district by student group grade level, and school 

remains essential to building the case for urgent action and guide the allocation of 

school resources. 

 

2. Suggested Guide Questions for This Section:  

 

• What data and need indicators do we need to collect and analyze? (e.g., 

disaggregated by school level data including such areas as attendance, 

engagement, learning, and well-being). 

 

• How can we work collaboratively to determine the root causes of the greatest 

student needs evident in our district?  

 

• How will we plan for uncertainty? How will we ensure that our knowledge about 

our students’ needs grows over time?  

 

• To what extent should we hold back some dollars for later adjustments in our use 

of ESSER funding and operational monies if unforeseen needs arise? 

 

 

Invest in Proven, High-Impact Strategies 
 

 

1. Key Recommendations: 
 

• Empowering, Adaptable Instruction: Ensure teaching teams have high-quality 

curriculum and the time and support they need to provide differentiated, 

empowering instruction. 

 

• Time and Attention: Expand and target individual attention and learning time 

inside and outside of traditional school hours, especially for students with the 

greatest needs. 
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• The Teaching Job: Restructure teaching jobs and roles to be more rewarding, 

collaborative, and sustainable. 

 

• Relationships and Social-Emotional Learning Support: Organize school 

structures that cultivate positive student-adult relationships and streamline support 

for students’ social-emotional needs. 

 

• Family and Community Partnerships: Engage families, community partners, 

and other out-of-school resources to increase academic, health, social, and 

emotional support for students. 
 

2. Suggested Guide Questions for This Section:  

 

• How are we supporting empowering and adaptable instruction? To what extent 

can we use ESSER funding to enhance our professional development efforts in 

this area? 

 

• How can we use ESSER funding to expand and target individual attention and 

learning time both inside and outside of traditional school hours? 

 

• What can we do to address the social, emotional, and trauma-based needs of 

returning staff? 

 

• To what extent are we organizing school structures to promote positive student-

adult relationships and address student and staff social-emotional needs? 

 

• How are we engaging families, community partners, and other out-of-school 

resources to increase academic, health, social, and emotional support for students 

and staff? 
 

 

Designing New Staffing and Scheduling Models 
 

 

1. Key Ideas and Recommendations: 

 

• Students will need more time and customized support to catch up on unfinished 

learning. 

 

• Teachers will need more time free to work independently and in teams on 

planning engaging content, assessing student progress, and accelerating learning. 

 

• Teachers will require more time to invest in building relationships with students 

and families. 
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• Students will have greater social-emotional needs this fall. Therefore, districts 

must create partnerships, teams, time, and staffing models to enable identification 

of student needs and match them with appropriate supports. 

 

• District and school leaders will need to find ways to expand the reach of teachers 

most equipped to support students with the greatest needs and help other teachers 

figure out how to do so as well. 
 

2. Suggested Guide Questions for This Section:  

 

• How can we create an integrated and cohesive experience for all students? (e.g., 

flexible small group interventions, engaging enrichment and well-being programs, 

and relationship-building opportunities) 

 

• How can we ensure that we offer a rewarding and experience for staff?  (e.g., 

adjusting existing positions, creating new ones, enhancing personalized 

professional learning) 

 

• How can we ensure that we spend time on what works? For example, how can we 

maximize hours in the school day so that staff and students engage in the 

instruction and interventions that are most needed? 

 

 

Design for Equity 
 

 

1. Key Conclusions: 
 

• COVID-19 has disproportionately impacted students from low-income 

backgrounds, Black and Latinx students, English language learners, and students 

with disabilities.  

 

• The pandemic and related school closings have compounded many of the 

educational inequities these students have already experienced. 

 

• Early elementary and high school students have been particularly vulnerable to 

increased rates of chronic absenteeism and widespread disengagement at crucial 

moments in their K-12 education. 

 

• Targeting resources to support students facing the greatest challenges is essential. 

ESSER funding presents an unprecedented opportunity to both address emerging 

needs by directing resources to students who most need them as well as disrupt 

longstanding inequities that continue to create barriers to success for specific 

student groups. 

 

 



 7 

2. Suggested Guide Questions for This Section:  

 

• How can we disrupt patterns of inequity in our district and schools? What data do 

we have—or need to collect—to identify new investments using ESSER funding? 

 

• How can we engage educators, students, and families to best understand our 

students’ needs?  

 

• To what extent are we targeting resources (including using ESSER as well as 

operational funding) to address high-priority areas identified through our ongoing 

needs analysis process? 

 

 

Plan Spending for Long-Term Sustainability 
 

 

1. Comments and Recommendations: 
 

• We must avoid adding unsustainable costs when using one-time stimulus or 

recovery dollars. 

 

• Districts will need to sustain many of the changes they’re funding with ESSER 

dollars long-term because they enable strategies such as just-in-time tutoring or 

increasing time for teacher teams. 

 

• Long-term sustainability is critical to laying the groundwork for long-term 

redesign. Districts must shift resources and change underlying cost structures to 

enable new ways of working to continue when the money goes away. 
 

2. Suggested Discussion Questions: 

 

• How can we ensure that we determine the full cost and sustainability implications 

of implementing strategies and programs effectively? 

 

• How can we avoid siloed spending of ESSER funds in ways that are misaligned 

from the rest of our district’s budget (including not layering on new initiatives)? 

 

• How can we use ESSER funding to invest in building bridges to sustainable new 

ways of organizing? 

 

• What will we need to do to plan how spending and organization will shift to 

sustain critical investments over time? 
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Create System Conditions 
 

 

1.  Key Ideas and Recommendations: 

 

• District leaders must be clear about timelines, decision authority, and the support 

they can provide as schools reopen and ESSER funding becomes a part of fiscal 

planning. 

 

• District leaders must also collaborate with state policymakers, teacher unions, 

school boards, and local communities to explore contract provisions and potential 

flexibilities in ways that enable nimble moves to meet students’ needs.   

 

2. Suggested Discussion Questions: 

 

• To what extent can we provide our school leaders with additional flexibility and 

autonomy around how they organize and adjust their talent, time, technology, and 

money? 

  

• How can we clarify decision-making roles and flexibilities so that we are 

deliberate about which decisions regarding investments will be made by schools 

versus central office? 

 

• How can we organize support to school leaders by organizing information and 

support they need to make decisions effectively? 

 

 

Define Success, Measure, and Adjust 
 

 

1. Key Ideas: 

 

• Spending strategies must be adjusted for specific local contexts and adapted over 

time, based on meaningful community input and reliable data on effectiveness. 

 

• When using ESSER funds for recovery and redesign, districts and schools must 

engage in rapid cycles of inquiry to better understand the conditions and strategies 

that meet students’ needs and generate impact. 

 

• Key strategies for continuous improvement include the following: 

 

o Define Success: Identify metrics you will track over time to make sure 

strategies addressed targeted student needs and improve equity in your 

district. 
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o Engage Your Community: Solicit feedback from stakeholders and build 

partnerships to gauge effectiveness and inform new directions and 

adjustments. 

 

o Organize to Adapt and Improve: Coordinate collaboration across a range of 

functional teams and engage in rapid cycles of inquiry so that schools can 

quickly learn, adjust, and iterate on recovery and redesign models. 

 

2. Suggested Discussion Questions: 

 

• To what extent do you agree with the presenter that sustaining a focus on SEL and 

mindfulness can help us observe and empathize with the impact of inequities on 

others, especially our students? 

 

• How would you explain the relationship between “Transformative Educational 

Leadership,” mindfulness, and social-emotional learning? 

 

• In your opinion, what does it mean to “expand our awareness of Interbeing in 

order to clearly bear witness to suffering in its many forms and act to create a 

more compassionate and just world through healing-centered engagement”?  

 

 

Sample School Districts and ESSER Funding 
 

 

1. Essential Ideas About the Five Schools Studied: 

 

• The presentation of ESR’s analysis of five districts’ ESSER funding included 

cabinet meetings and planning meetings. 

 

• Three of districts have made initial conclusions. Two are in process. 

 

• Need to invest in research-backed strategies that address student needs and will 

lead toward systemic change. 

 

• Five power strategies: empowering adaptable instruction, time and attention, 

improving the teaching job, relationships and social-emotional support, and 

community and family partnerships. 

 

• Learning happens within and beyond school times and schedules. 

 

• Attrition rates for teachers unacceptably high. 

 

• How Are Districts So Far Planning to Invest? (a) Significant investment in 

health, facilities, technology, positions—including maintaining current staffing 
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levels; (b) Common pattern on time and attention (i.e., expanding learning time 

and targeted attention; (c) Investment in summer learning, small group 

instruction, extended school day/year, and/or tutoring and graduation supports; (d) 

Tutoring so far not a major investment among the five districts. 

 

• Do Now and Build Towards: We can use ESSER funds to build toward a new 

vision (examples include new positions, restructuring time allocations, extended 

school years, tutoring as an acceleration and support strategy, smaller grade sizes, 

etc.). 

 

• Addressing Long-Standing Inequities: We must disrupt patterns of inequity. 

For example, District E is investing a third of their money in power strategies as 

we have defined them. They have created a three-tier system to build a school-

based tiered system to share resources (based on poverty, rookie teachers, ESL 

support, economic challenge, students with disability, etc.). Tier I investments in 

highest need schools (making teaching job better and expand time for more 

individualized attention); Tier II investments involve hiring roles that serve dual 

function of supporting teachers and students; Tier III intensive interventions. 

 

• District E is providing additional resources to students with greater needs. 

Highest needs receive 28% more money than other sites. At student level, Free 

and Reduced Meals benefits increased 11% in high-needs schools. Needs of 

students are disproportionally felt—so that students in schools with highest needs 

receive more funding. Could be potentially up to 40%. These decisions are 

iterative, but they have major implications for future planning and sustainability. 

 

• District E is also confronting staffing availability issues and is planning for 

engaging constituents in how to use this money. Again, it is an iterative, evolving 

process. 

 

• Sustainability: How can I ensure our innovations survive down the road? (a) Size 

the full cost of implementing strategies, projecting to time when ESSER funding 

is unavailable after three years; (b) Integrate all funding sources (building 

coherence between new and existing investments. 

 

• A good short-term investment addresses an urgent, short-term need; builds 

capacity of individuals and systems as well as processes. Three archetypes: (a) 

roll-back; (b) roll the dice, making tradeoffs betting on additional money; or (c) 

implement a “do now, build toward” approach to sustain lasting change. 

 

• District E has allocated power strategy investments and has a plan for long-range 

strategic planning in face of ESSER funding “cliff.” How over time will we get 

new investments to replace things that were previously not working well for 

students? 
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• Seven Key Resource Shifts Required to Create and Sustain a Build Toward 

Vision for School: (a) equitable funding across schools; (b) teacher and school 

leader compensation and career paths; (c) strategically varying class size and 

learning time; (d) investing to maximize use of inclusion strategies; (e) reduce 

teacher facilitated time to free time for planning and teaming and connecting with 

students and families; (f) leverage technology; and (f) incorporate other educators 

and outside providers in delivery of instruction. 

 

• ESR RESOURCES: available on erstrategies.org (Including an ESSER 

Strategy Planner and Spending Calculator) 

 

2.  Suggested Discussion Questions: 

 

• What can we learn from the five case studies cited by David Rosenburg? 

 

• Where are our schools and district in terms of the planning continuum he 

describes for these five sites? 

 

• What is our reaction to Rosenberg’s concept of “Do Now, Build Forward”?  To 

what extent are we practicing this approach? Are there areas where we need to 

modify our approach to spending to incorporate one or more of his suggestions? 

 


