
EDITOR’S NOTE
Infrastructure modernization would 
transform American education. This 
Spotlight will help you grasp the reality 
of school infrastructure; understand 
parent privacy concerns with ed tech; 
be aware of privacy group warnings 
on tech that flags some children; 
review watchdog recommendations 
on decreasing cyberattacks; know the 
impact of broadband investments; 
understand an initiative to aid with 
tech purchasing; and avoid mistakes 
when spending COVID-relief funds.
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The Infrastructure Bill Includes Billions for Broadband. 
What It Would Mean for Students
By Alyson Klein

S tudents and teachers who strug-
gle to access the internet at home 
may get some relief from a sweep-
ing, more than $1 trillion federal 
investment in infrastructure.

The package—which was approved by Con-
gress Nov. 5 and is expected to be signed into 
law by President Joe Biden—includes nearly 
$65 billion to improve access to broadband 
and help the country respond to cyberattacks.

The funding is a good step forward in help-
ing to close the so-called “homework gap,” or 
the difficulty millions of students—particularly 
poor, minority, and rural kids—have in getting 
online at home to complete school assignments, 
said Keith Krueger, the chief executive officer of 
the Consortium for School Networking, which 
supports K-12 education technology leaders.

“While there’s been a huge strategy by 
many school districts to provide hotspots [and 
get] connectivity to students who don’t have it, 
there are still large swaths of the country that 
are too rural or remote” or have other struc-
tural issues that prevent them from accessing 
the internet, he said. “As a country, we really 
need to solve that. And it’s not something that 
school districts alone can solve.”

How will this bill help students with 
little or no connectivity at home?

The biggest chunk of the money—$42.5 
billion in “broadband deployment grants”—is 
aimed at expanding broadband infrastructure to 
reach families and businesses in rural and other 
underserved areas. That may help students and 
teachers who have been unable to take full ad-
vantage of district-provided hotspots because 
the area they live in doesn’t have the kind of con-
nectivity needed to operate them.

It also includes $14 billion to help low-in-
come households connect to broadband. That 
could help students who live in connected ar-
eas but remain offline because their families 
can’t cover the cost of internet service.

That’s about two-thirds of the 28 million 
households that aren’t connected, or about 18 
million families, according to a recent report 
from EducationSuperHighway, a non-profit 
that champions internet access.

The legislation also includes $2.75 billion 
for “digital equity,” designed in part to focus 
on aspects of connectivity beyond broadband 
expansion. That funding could go to a wide-
range of expenses, anything from laptops for 
students to digital literacy classes for senior 
citizens at the local library, according to a 
statement from Sen. Patty Murray, D-Wash., 
who championed the program.

The money would be used in part to pay 
for two new grant programs, including $300 
million in grants over five years to help states 
create and implement plans to improve digital 
equity. Another $250 million over five years 
would support individual groups’ and commu-
nities’ digital equity projects.

Still, it’s important to keep in mind that the 
homework gap may persist, even after more 
students have at least some broadband access 
at home, Krueger said. For instance, students 
may not have a connection strong enough to 
stream video lessons, or enough devices in 
their household to go around.

“The media headline has been about the 
unconnected, but the under connectivity is ex-
tremely important,” he said. “It isn’t just a mat-
ter of handing [kids] a hotspot or giving them a 
cheap device that can’t do video conferencing. 
We have to invest in robust tools.”
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While there’s been a huge 
strategy by many school 
districts to provide hotspots 
[and get] connectivity to 
students who don’t have it, 
there are still large swaths 
of the country that are too 
rural or remote ...”
KEITH KRUEGER
Chief executive officer of the Consortium 
for School Networking

Even as school-issued devices such as Chromebooks, shown above, have proliferated in 
the pandemic, many students still lack internet access at home, putting them at a 
disadvantage for completing homework assignments.
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Privacy Group Cautions Schools  
On Technology That Flags Children  
At Risk of Self-Harm
By Benjamin Herold

P opular software tools that scan 
students’ online activity and 
flag children at risk of self-harm 
and mental health crises are 
“unproven” and come with sig-

nificant risks, a new report warns.
“No independent research or evidence has 

established that these monitoring systems 
can accurately identify students experiencing 
suicidal ideation, considering self-harm, or 
experiencing mental health crises,” according 
to the Future of Privacy Forum, a Washing-
ton-based think tank. “Self-harm monitoring 
systems introduce greater privacy risks and 
unintended consequences for students.”

The report, titled “The Privacy and Eq-
uity Implications of Using Self-Harm Moni-
toring Technologies: Recommendations for 
Schools,” comes on the heels of numerous 
news media investigations of such tools. In 
2019, for example, Education Week published 
an in-depth look at how digital surveillance 
systems led schools to flag students for send-
ing files containing the word “gay” and for the 
content of personal photos accidentally up-
loaded to their school-issued devices.

The reach of such systems continues to 
grow, thanks in large measure to the COVID-19 

pandemic, which forced more students on-
line and sparked an apparent rise in student 
suicides and mental health crises. Popular ed-
tech company Gaggle, for example, now claims 
1,500 school district clients and counting.

“In a school setting—whether virtual or in 
person—adults have a legal obligation to keep 
kids safe,” Gaggle CEO Jeff Patterson said in 
a statement. “Gaggle believes firmly in the 
importance of protecting student privacy and 
is a long-standing supporter of the Future of 
Privacy Forum’s Student Privacy Pledge 2020 
and would welcome opportunities to continue 
to collaborate with FPF.”

Amelia Vance of the Future of Privacy Forum 
stopped short of saying K-12 leaders should forgo 
such systems altogether but warned educators to 
do extensive diligence before adopting them.

“Schools should not employ self-harm mon-
itoring unless they have robust mental health 
resources established and common-sense data 
protections in place,” said Vance, the director 
of youth and education privacy for the group.

Self-harm monitoring systems raise 
privacy, equity, legal concerns

The new report describes self-harm mon-
itoring systems as “computerized programs 
that can monitor students’ online activity on 

school-issued devices, school networks, and 
school accounts to identify whether students 
are at risk of dangerous mental health crises.”

Such systems typically collect and scan 
digital information ranging from students’ 
web-browsing histories to the contents of their 
documents and email messages, using algo-
rithms and sometimes human reviewers to 
search for keywords that might indicate trou-
ble. When content is flagged, alerts are typi-
cally sent to school or district administrators, 
who sometimes take the information to third 
parties such as law enforcement.

The companies who make such tools regu-
larly tout hundreds or thousands of lives saved 
and catastrophes averted.

A Gaggle spokeswoman, for example, said 
in a statement that the company saved 1,408 
lives last year alone. That number is based on 
either reports back from district clients and/
or flagged content that contained a “clear and 
definitive” suicide plan. Gaggle is among the 
companies that uses trained human reviewers 
to determine which flagged content merits an 
alert to school officials.

Still, the Future of Privacy Forum suggests 
it’s unclear whether self-harm monitoring sys-
tems can accurately identify a high percentage 
of at-risk students while avoiding “false flags” 
of children who are not really considering 
harming themselves or others.

And even when self-harm monitoring sys-
tems do work as advertised, it’s not clear that 
merely flagging students’ digital content re-
liably leads to an appropriate mental health 
intervention.

The group’s new report also details a range 
of other potential problems:

•  Legal violations: While schools are 
required by the Children’s Internet 
Protection Act to block obscene or 
harmful content on their networks and 
devices, it remains unclear whether the 
federal law clears the way for self-harm 
monitoring technologies as filters, the 
Future of Privacy Forum says. It’s also 
unclear how the Family Educational 
Rights and Privacy Act applies to the 
information such technologies gather on 
students, and surveilling and flagging 
students’ off-campus online activity 
may in some circumstances violate 
Fourth Amendment protections against 
unlawful searches and seizures.

•  Equity concerns: Vulnerable children 
and students from “systematically 
marginalized groups” may face an 
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elevated risk of harm from monitoring 
technologies, the new report maintains. 
Poor students who lack their own 
personal devices may have more of 
their online activity surveilled because 
they’re forced to rely on school-issued 
computers, for example. Students who 
are gay, lesbian, bisexual, or transgender 
may also be targeted for harassment and 
stigmatization based on how their online 
activity is scanned and flagged.

•  Privacy concerns: Overcollection and 
oversharing of information on students’ 
mental health status could expose 
students to sanction by school staff or 
law-enforcement personnel who are 
not properly trained to interpret the 
information in context, the group warns. 
Sensitive student data that are not deleted 
in a timely manner also pose a risk.

•  Curtailing intellectual freedom: Some 
researchers also warn of a “chilling 
effect,” in which students are hesitant 
to search for needed information or 
resources for fear of being watched.

Among those sharing such concerns is the 
National Association of School Psychologists, 

which has not taken an official position on 
whether schools should use self-harm moni-
toring technologies.

“We would raise cautions about the possi-
bility of wrongly identifying students or mis-
use of data,” a spokeswoman for the group 
said via email.

Monitoring systems not a substitute 
for mental health services

NASP and the Future of Privacy Forum 
were also aligned in recommending that K-12 
districts ensure they have an adequate num-
ber of school psychologists, counselors, and 
social workers to support the needs of students 
who are at risk.

“Monitoring systems cannot serve as a 
substitute for robust mental health supports 
provided in school or a comprehensive self-
harm prevention strategy rooted in well-de-
veloped medical evidence,” the report says.

Other recommendations include working 
with parents and community members to de-
velop a shared understanding of values and pri-
orities before adopting monitoring technology; 
developing clear policies about what informa-
tion is collected, who has access to it, and how 
long it is stored; and clearly communicating 
those policies to school staff and parents alike.

“It is imperative that school districts ap-
proach any self-harm monitoring system ho-
listically, taking into account the totality of 
harms that could arise from hastily adopting 
technology without well-developed imple-
mentation policies and the necessary accom-
panying school-based mental health resourc-
es,” the report concludes.

GoGuardian, makers of widely used filtering 
and monitoring services now used by roughly 
14,000 schools and districts nationwide, ap-
plauded the recommendations as “thoughtful.”

“We recognize the important role that school 
leaders play in balancing student privacy and 
safety in the digital age and are committed to 
building solutions that support that balance,” a 
company spokesman said in a statement.

Start your day with us. 
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Published October 11, 2021

Tech Purchasing Decisions Are Super 
Hard. New Initiative Aims to Help
By Alyson Klein

D istrict and school leaders 
are facing some of the most 
difficult and expensive tech-
nology purchasing decisions 
of their careers. But they are 

struggling with where to go to get objective in-
formation about ed-tech products.

The International Society for Technology 
in Education is trying to fill the void.

“It is very hard to get information about 
different products,” said Richard Culatta, the 
chief executive officer of ISTE. “Sure, com-
panies will happily give you a whitepaper that 
says how great everything is, but it’s hard to 
get real, accurate information.”

Individual groups, he said, have attempt-

ed to create a sort of Consumer Reports for 
ed-tech products, but that’s been tricky and 
time-consuming to pull off.

So ISTE is working with partner organiza-
tions to build a national database of ed-tech 
products. It will be up to vendors to add their 
products to the list. And each product will be giv-

en a universal learning technology ID or UTID.
While other ed-tech repositories may have 

their own labels for various products, ISTE be-
lieves this one will be used consistently in the 
industry, said Mindy Frisbee, the senior direc-
tor of learning partnerships at ISTE.

“Having access to consistent information 
across the field is really key,” Frisbee said. “One 
would think that it’s really easy” when a pro-
spective ed-tech buyer is looking at a specific 
product through one library or resource, and 
then goes to another place to find out more.

But, she said, the buyer might see that the 
product has a different name when it’s listed 
somewhere else, or that it’s described a bit dif-
ferently. That means ed-tech leaders “may not 
be sure if [they’re] comparing apples to apples.” 
The universal identification number will make it 
easy to sort out which product is which, she said.

The ultimate goal? To create a “resource 
hub for finding all sorts of information about 
the product,” Frisbee said.

Next month, ISTE will roll out a search-
able database with a filtering tool. Initially, us-
ers will be able to see information such as the 
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name of the product, a description, the grade or 
grades that the product is intended for, the topic 
it covers, and the pricing structure.

And soon, the database will be expanded 
to include other factors such as whether the 
products meet interoperability standards and 
feature privacy policies. Down the road, the 
hub may include information like research 
studies on a particular product or approach, 
and a way for educators to share their own ex-
periences with the product.

Other organizations—such as Common 
Sense Media, a nonprofit that works on issues 
related to youth and technology, and Digital 
Promise, which works to improve innovation 
in K-12—are partnering with ISTE and could 
add some of their own information to the da-
tabase.

The timing of this new database is really 
important, Culatta said, in part because dis-
tricts have unprecedented amounts of money 
in federal COVID relief aid to spend on help-

ing students and schools recover from the pan-
demic. Educators want to make sure they’re 
making good choices.

“We have billions and billions of dollars go-
ing out to school districts, right now, and they 
are telling us, we need help, making these de-
cisions,” Culatta said. “For a digital education 
ecosystem, we’ve been in a shockingly analog 
world when it comes to how we make decisions 
about the products we buy. And our goal is to 
change that.”

Published November 17, 2021

Cyberattacks Are Up. The Feds Must Help  
Schools Cope, Watchdog Agency Says
By Alyson Klein

T he U.S. Department of Edu-
cation’s more-than-a-decade 
old plan to help protect schools 
from digital threats needs a re-
think, as cyberattacks rise and 

new threats emerge, concludes the Govern-
ment Accountability Office, Congress’ watch-
dog arm, in a report out this month.

Since 2010, when the plan was last updat-
ed, K-12 schools have dramatically ramped up 
their use of education technology, leaving their 
systems more vulnerable to threats. That’s 
been particularly true during the COVID-19 
pandemic, which forced schools to switch over 
to online learning at lightning speed.

“The efforts that the schools had to go 
through last year to convert from in-person to 
virtual learning put a lot of strain and stress on 
the technology services that they either had or 
they needed to acquire very quickly,” said Nick 
Marinos, a director on the GAO’s Information 
Technology and Cybersecurity team in an 
interview with Watchdog Report, the GAO’s 
podcast. “In other cases where we’ve seen en-
tities have to rush to put forward technology, 
cybersecurity often can be an afterthought or 
something that might not get attention until, 
unfortunately, an attack or an incident occurs.”

These attacks can carry a high price tag. 
Marinos cited a school district in Florida that 
was targeted by a criminal group in March. 
The group encrypted the district’s data and 
demanded a $40 million ransom to decrypt it. 
And back in 2019, a Kentucky school district got 
a fraudulent email that appeared to be from a 

vendor. The school ended up paying a $3.7 mil-
lion invoice which went directly to an attacker.

All-in-all, 408 attacks were publicly re-
ported in 2020, an 18 percent increase over 
the previous year, according to data from the 
Cybersecurity Resource Center that was cited 
in the report.

The department has taken some steps 
to help schools get their arms around these 
threats, GAO reported. The agency published 
guidance to help students and parents prepare 
for a cyberattack. It also put out guidance for 
schools on best practices in online learning. 
And it has provided schools with some re-
sources, including training drills that have al-
ready been successful in other districts.

But “even though federal agencies do al-
ready provide a variety of products and services 

to help schools protect themselves against cyber 
threats, it’s time for them to ensure that these ef-
forts meet current needs,” Marinos said.

Specifically, the report asks the Education 
Department to consult with the Department 
of Homeland Security’s Cybersecurity and In-
frastructure Agency (CISA) to figure out how 
to update its plan for K-12 schools. And the 
GAO called for the Education Department to 
consider whether additional guidance is need-
ed to protect teachers, parents, and students 
from cyberthreats.

The Education Department, which re-
viewed the report before it was published, 
agreed with the GAO’s recommendations, 
but expressed some concerns about its lack of 
authority over security standards for school 
districts.
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The Dismal State of School Infrastructure, in Charts
By Mark Lieberman

A high school in Pennsylvania 
has leaky pipes and broken fire 
alarms. The ceiling collapsed 
at an empty elementary school 
in Connecticut, causing it to 

flood. A public pre-K facility in North Carolina 
found lead in its water fountains and faucets.

These are just a handful of recent examples 
that illustrate the woefully inadequate condi-
tion of many of America’s public school build-
ings. Insufficient and inequitable public invest-
ment, growing nationwide K-12 enrollment, 
and evolving technology needs have created a 
situation in which thousands of school build-
ings are years, or even decades, behind on re-
pairs and upgrades. Millions of students learn 
in buildings that are unsafe and overcrowded.

A wide body of academic research has 
shown that lawmakers’ inability to maintain 
school buildings has led to lower academic 
outcomes for students and a lower well-being 
for the teachers and administrators who spend 
long periods of time in school buildings.

President Joe Biden is proposing a $100 bil-
lion federal investment in K-12 school building 
infrastructure as part of a $2 trillion spending 
package that also includes funds for electrifying 
school buses, expanding broadband access, and 
eliminating the nation’s lead pipes. Congress 
is poised to vote on the proposal in the coming 
months.

Here’s how dismal the state of school infra-
structure is, how we got here, and what impact 
Biden’s plan could have, if approved.

How big is the problem?

Millions of children travel to and from 
school in environmentally hazardous, die-
sel-fueled buses. Those kids then spend their 
days in buildings that are outdated, overcrowd-
ed and unsafe.

Federal, state, and local lawmakers collec-
tively need to invest more money in order for 
schools to be deemed safe.

How did we get here?

School buildings have evolved to serve 
a growing list of functions for a ballooning 
number of students. But policy makers have 
little up-to-date data on the condition of those 

buildings, making it difficult for them to stra-
tegically target taxpayers’ money.

Aside from a handful of small grant pro-
grams, the federal government hasn’t invested 
in school infrastructure in a major way since 
1935. Some states have invested far more in 
construction costs than others.

Overall, states invest little in school building 
improvements, leaving local governments to 
foot most of the bill. School districts in proper-
ty-rich areas have a far easier time raising mon-
ey to build and maintain their schools, mean-
ing that wealthier families have more access to 
safer school buildings than poor families.

With minimal state and federal support, 
many school districts fund infrastructure proj-
ects by seeking voter approval to issue bonds and 
go into debt. The more debt a district has, the 
more interest it has to pay on that debt—money 
that could otherwise go toward classroom costs.

Will Biden’s infrastructure plan help?

Biden has proposed to invest more than $100 
billion in America’s school infrastructure. School 
funding advocates say those dollars would go a 
long way, but they wouldn’t be enough to solve 
all the existing problems. That money could, 
however, lay the groundwork for a more concert-
ed nationwide effort to more actively maintain 
school buildings for the long haul.

See charts that accompany article.
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Aside from a handful  
of small grant programs, 
the federal government 
hasn’t invested in school 
infrastructure in a major 
way since 1935. Some states 
have invested far more in 
construction costs than 
others.”

A worker finishes up for the day  
at the Cardoza Senior High School,  
as renovations are under way, Monday, 
March 11, 2013 in Washington.

https://www.edweek.org/leadership/the-dismal-state-of-school-infrastructure-in-charts/2021/04?utm_source=sptl&utm_medium=pdf&utm_campaign=cnt
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Ed Tech Usage is Up. So Are Parent Privacy Concerns
By Alyson Klein

A s schools ramp up their use 
of digital tools—and the data 
collection that often goes with 
them—parents are becoming 
increasingly concerned about 

their children’s privacy, a new survey shows.
What’s more, both parents and students 

want more say in how their personal infor-
mation is used, according to a report released 
Nov. 15 by the Center for Democracy & Tech-
nology, a nonprofit organization that seeks to 
shape technology policy, with an emphasis on 
protecting consumer rights.

More than one in three parents—38  
percent—listed privacy and security of their 
child’s data as something they are “very con-
cerned” about, up from 30 percent one year 
earlier. Concern was highest among white 
parents, those that said they were familiar 
with the school’s privacy policies, and fami-
lies with higher incomes.

Parents and students alike want a bigger 
role in deciding how schools plan to use their 
personal information, but often report that no 
one has asked for their input. Ninety-three per-
cent of parents say it is important for schools to 
engage with parents or guardians about how 
they plan to use student data. But only 44 per-
cent of parents report that their school district 
asked for their input on the subject.

A majority of parents—62 percent—also 
want a seat at the table when it comes to de-
ciding what types of technology their district 
adopts. And 41 percent want a say when their 
child’s school is re-evaluating technology 
that’s been in use for a while.

Meanwhile, 82 percent of students said 
they should have a hand in figuring out how 
their personal data is collected and used by 
their school. But only a little more than a quar-
ter—26 percent—said they had been asked for 
their feedback.

Students’ number one worry: a data breach 
that would give outsiders access to their personal 
records. Seventy-two percent of students sur-
veyed said they were either “very concerned” or 
“somewhat concerned” about that happening.

And more than half of students—52 per-
cent—are “very concerned” or “somewhat 
concerned” about their data being shared 
with local, state, or federal officials, including 
information on whether they had been vac-

cinated against st COVID-19. Black students 
were especially worried about their personal 
records being shared with government enti-
ties, with 61 percent reporting it is something 
they are anxious about. High school seniors 
were also more likely to have concerns than 
younger students, with 64 percent saying this 
is something they are worried about.

Fifty-six percent of kids say they are “very” 
or at least “somewhat” concerned about 
“Zoombombing,” when uninvited people show 
up and join or interrupt class discussion. And 
another 54 percent say they are worried about 
their information—including grades, atten-
dance, and discipline record—being shared 
with the local police department.

“Since the growth of online learning in 
response to the pandemic, our research con-
sistently shows that edtech is here to stay,” 
said Alexandra Reeve Givens, the CEO of 
the Center for Democracy and Technology. 
“However, our research also shows persistent 
and growing student privacy concerns, under-
scoring the need to safeguard student privacy 
and support the responsible use of education 
data and technology.”

The survey, which was conducted last sum-
mer, included 1,001 10th grade teachers, 1,663 
K-12 parents, and 420 ninth through 12th grade 
students.

—iStock/Getty Images Plus

Students’ number one 
worry: a data breach that 
would give outsiders access 
to their personal records. 
Seventy-two percent of 
students surveyed said 
they were either “very 
concerned” or “somewhat 
concerned” about that 
happening.
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5 Mistakes to Avoid When Spending 
COVID-Relief Funds
By Marguerite Roza

I magine it’s 2023. Pundits are judging 
how every school district spent their 
Elementary and Secondary School 
Emergency Relief funds. There will 
be successes but also mistakes made 

in 2021 and 2022. What will those mistakes be? 
And what can district leaders do now to avoid 
them?

It’s worth recalling that the $190 billion 
COVID-19 relief fund is a grand experiment of 
sorts. The federal money is so flexible that I’m 
hard-pressed to find something in the rules 
that districts can’t use it for. While the law stip-
ulates that 20 percent of the money be used to 
“address learning loss,” the remaining funds 
can be applied to anything deemed “reason-
able and necessary.” In other words, districts 
have enormous latitude. That creates opportu-
nity for game-changing spending on behalf of 
students—and spending blunders, too.

To wit, I share my predictions for some 
likely mistakes district leaders will make and 
some prescriptions for how to prevent them.

Mistake 1: Spending in a way that 
creates a disruptive fiscal cliff

Districts feel flush right now, thanks to the 
federal aid, but that aid disappears in 2024. 
And if the enrollment drops that many dis-
tricts are seeing today continue, those districts 
will have even less money coming in from 
local and state sources. Districts can avoid 
the cliff by sticking with short-term spending 
commitments to match the short-term na-
ture of the federal money versus locking in 
spending down the road. That means paying 
stipends for staff who take on extra duties and 
using contract staff instead of hiring new em-
ployees who expect continued employment. 
For districts with teacher shortages, it means 
using one-time hiring or retention bonuses 
targeting just the areas of need (say STEM or 
special education teachers) instead of raising 
base pay systemwide.

A corollary mistake is using the relief funds 
to offset revenue shortfalls due to permanent 
enrollment losses. Doing so will only delay 

hard decisions on downsizing the district until 
the aid is gone, while using up dollars in ways 
that may not do much to remedy the academic 
effects of the pandemic on students.

Mistake 2: Deploying funds 
inequitably across schools

State agencies now report school-by-
school spending data that will make clear 
how much federal funding per student ulti-
mately landed on each school. That makes 
it even more important for district leaders to 
think ahead to how spending decisions today 
will impact equity in the months to come. 
For instance, will adding one counselor to 
each school or an across-the-board percent-
age-based pay raise ultimately drive more 
dollars per student to wealthier schools? The 
answer will be yes when the wealthier schools 
are smaller (the counselor will cost more per 
student) or have more experienced teachers 
(because experienced teachers are paid more 
than less experienced ones). Similarly, dis-
tricts end up using dollars inequitably when 
high-needs schools go months with staff 
vacancies or when students in high-pover-
ty schools are less likely to participate in tu-
toring programs or new extracurriculars or 
when a facilities investment is made at just 
one school. One way for districts to ensure 
spending doesn’t flow inequitably is to deliv-
er fixed amounts per pupil to each school (say 
$250 for each student plus an extra $100 per 
low-income or English-learner student).

Mistake 3: Issuing problematic 
procurement contracts that come 
back to haunt leaders

In many districts, 2021 will be procure-
ment-palooza. Indeed, contracts can be great 
vehicles for adding capacity, for spending fast 
while avoiding a fiscal cliff, and for providing 
innovative ways to deliver services. But pro-
curement contracts that carry even a whiff of 
possible problems can be trouble: Contracts 
tend to invite suspicion, and with new money 
in the mix, there are new vendors and new 
promises being made. Prepandemic examples 

of contract conflict for district leaders abound, 
from a no-bid contract for budgeting software 
in Kent, Wash., to a mammoth iPad contract 
in Los Angeles that led to damaging criticism 
of then-Superintendent John Deasy.

To prevent problems, leaders will want 
to follow steps that Maryland’s Montgom-
ery County public schools took when that 
district agreed to pay a startup company an 
eyebrow-raising $169 million annually over 
16 years to lease electric school buses. Those 
steps include ensuring contracts have mea-
surable outcomes with continued payment 
hinging on vendors hitting performance tar-
gets (and if they don’t, giving districts an out). 
Contracts for services with students should 
include measurements for student outcomes 
or participation rates. And contracts should be 
publicly vetted, voted on in board meetings, 
and made fully transparent (perhaps follow-
ing Chicago’s lead in which every contract is 
online in a searchable database).

Mistake 4: Failing to make sure the 
school district community sees and 
values investments

If a tree falls in the forest and no one hears 
it, does it make a sound? The corollary here is: 
If a district makes an investment to help stu-
dents and no one knows, will anyone value 
it? Leaving the community and school staff 
to wonder, “Where did all that federal money 
go?” is a mistake. District leaders need to reit-
erate what they are buying, clearly communi-
cate the connection between investments and 
students, and encourage principals to engage 
with teachers and parents on how investments 
are playing out.

Ideally, district leaders keep the focus on 
connecting spending to goals for students. 
Like this: “We spent $15 million—some $125 
per student—on six hours of weekly tutoring 
for our most vulnerable students to get them 
back on track in math.” That way, principals, 
teachers, tutors, and parents can connect the 
dots well after the budget is approved.

Mistake 5: Investing without 
demonstrating real results for 
students

It’s true that Congress didn’t ask for much 
in return for the billions in relief aid. There are 
no specific targets for students even though 
the public expects the money to help students’ 
learning, according to a survey of parents by 
the Walton Family Foundation last spring. But 
come 2023, if districts can’t show what they’ve 
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achieved for students, the spending choices 
are doomed to be judged a failure.

That means measuring student progress 
will be key. This doesn’t have to mean stan-
dardized tests (though comparing spending 
and outcomes by school is vital, by whatever 
metric is used). If spending on after-school 
enrichment is supposed to help lure reluctant 
families back to in-person school, then lead-
ers should measure the degree to which those 
students are, in fact, returning. And if an in-
vestment isn’t working, it’s time to make mid-
course corrections to ensure success.

With the magnitude of dollars at play, mis-
steps are inevitable. Some district choices have 
already fueled alarming headlines. But plans 
aren’t set in stone, even after they’ve been sub-
mitted to the state. Perhaps the most important 
message for district leaders is this: There’s still 
time to modify spending decisions that won’t 
pass muster in the rearview mirror.

Marguerite Roza is the director of the Edunomics 
Lab and a research professor at Georgetown 
University, where she leads the McCourt School of 
Public Policy’s Certificate in Education Finance.
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