
The Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security, or CARES Act, the first round of federal COVID-19 relief
funds for states, passed in March 2020, and provided $216 million to Alabama schools as part of the ESSER I
fund. At least 90%, or approximately $195 million of this funding was required to be sent directly to local
districts, while the Alabama State Department of Education (ALSDE) could keep 10% ($21 million). Because this
portion of the money was allocated at the very beginning of the pandemic, the intent was to prepare and
equip students and teachers for remote learning and pandemic learning. This money must have been spent
by December 2020.

ESSER I 

Nationwide, public schools are receiving an unprecedented influx in federal funds to address the challenges
resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic. Over the course of three rounds, Alabama schools will receive a grand
total of $3.14 billion dollars, an unparalleled figure. Below is an overview of each round of funding.

As Alabama school districts spend over $3.14 billion in COVID relief, they must
provide transparency, engage their communities, and assess the impact of their
spending at every turn.

The Big Idea:

The Coronavirus Response and Relief Supplemental Appropriations Act (commonly known as CARES II) was
the second COVID-19 federal relief bill passed in December of 2020 and sent a second round of funding to
states and districts. This time, Alabama received $899 million, with $809 million (90%) going directly to local
school districts and 10% going to the ALSDE. This $899 million must be spent by September 2023. The intent of
funds is the same as for ESSER I, with the additional responsibility of addressing the learning loss due to
school closures.

ESSER II
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ARP ESSER

Applications & Planning: Both states and local school districts were required to submit their plans for how
they will use funding to address learning loss, states to the U.S. Department of Education, and districts to
the state department of education. Application questions include how the state or local education agency
will address learning loss for the most disadvantaged students, how they will maintain equity, how they
will take community input into account when planning, and other questions. Read the ALSDE plan here
and check out our “How to Read Your District’s ARP Plan” blog. 

Local District Allocation: At least 90% of a state’s allocation is required to be sent directly to districts. Of
each district’s allocation, 20% must be used specifically to address the impact of lost instructional time due
to the pandemic. The remaining 80% can be used at the district leaders’ discretion. 

State District Allocation: The remaining of the 10% of a state’s money is allocated to the state’s department
of education to use at their discretion, with the exception that 1% of the state’s funds go to summer
programs, 1% to afterschool programs, and 5% to learning loss. The ALSDE forwarded these funds to local
districts through the state reserve. 

Special Education & Homeless Children & Youth (HCY): ARP also provided money to districts for students
experiencing homelessness under the ARP-HCY fund, which was split into 2 separate allocations, and
money for special education students called ARP IDEA. 

The American Rescue Plan Act, known as ARP or ARPA, was passed in March 2021 and allocated $122 billion
nationwide for the ESSER fund. Of that, $2.02 billion is coming to Alabama schools to address the impact of
lost instructional time due to the COVID-19 pandemic. 
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https://aplusala.org/blog/2021/10/19/covid-school-spending-how-to-read-your-districts-arp-plan/


A key part of the ARP ESSER funds is that states and local districts were required to take
into account community input on the use of the money, which was the largest allocation
yet. This process looked different by state and by district. However, effective community
engagement includes offering multiple opportunities for families and communities to
provide their input, publicly sharing the input received, and showing how the input was
taken into consideration in ARP ESSER plans. Community engagement efforts should be
ongoing throughout the life of ARP ESSER funds (until September 2024), and ideally,
should be undertaken for matters outside of ARP ESSER spending. 

Community engagement efforts should not be seen just as a requirement to check off
the list to receive funds. Students, families, and educators are the immediate
stakeholders and beneficiaries of not only ESSER spending but all the decisions made by
district leaders. As such, they should be regularly consulted by district leaders to ensure
that their needs are being met and their voices are heard.

What can districts do to ensure these federal COVID funds are spent in an
effective way?

 

Post how district officials plan to spend their funding from ESSER I, II, and ARP ESSER
on the front page of their website in accessible format,
Share how district officials actually spend their funding from ESSER I, II, and ARP
ESSER on the front page of their website in accessible format,
Share how district officials are assessing the impact of the ESSER funding on students
and learning acceleration,
Share what community input & feedback was received and how community input
was used to shape ESSER spending. 

Transparency will be key to making sure that students, parents, and community
stakeholders can voice their opinion on what is best for student learning and recovery
from the pandemic. There are a few actions that districts can take to provide more
transparency, including the following: 

Ensure 
Transparency

Engage Your
Community

It is important to continually assess the impact of the way these funds are spent. Since
school districts are receiving an unprecedented amount of federal funding, it’s going to
be critical that they understand the impact of their spending and if it is having a positive
effect on students' learning, especially for our most vulnerable students. We should not
be waiting until September 2024 to determine if this money was spent effectively. 

At least every quarter, districts should use easily accessible data, like formative
assessment, attendance, and culture/disciplinary data, to see where COVID ESSER
spending is having an impact and where it is not. In addition, districts should be sharing
this data and analysis with the public. This will allow districts to course correct and make
adjustments to their ESSER spending plans during the year, so this money is spent
effectively. Alabama taxpayers are going to want to see a return on this significant
investment.

Continually 
Assess

Effectiveness
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