
• Ashley McGrath, Assessment Director

Montana
Office of Public Instruction

ESSER Guidance Sessions – March

ESSER Allowable Uses
Guidance Session

Prepare, Prevent, and Respond

March 2, 2023



PRESENTER
Wendi Fawns, ESSER/EANS Director
Wendi.fawns@mt.gov or 406-437-8595
Rebecca Brown, ESSER Program Manager
Rebecca.brown@mt.gov or 4064 444-0783

mailto:Wendi.fawns@mt.gov
mailto:Rebecca.brown@mt.gov


• Wendi Fawns, ESSER/EANS Director
o wendi.fawns@mt.gov or 406-437-8595

• Rebecca Brown, ESSER Program Manager
o rebecca.brown@mt.gov or 406-444-0783

• Jessika Bol, ESSER Administrative Specialist
o jessika.bol@mt.gov or 406-590-8086

• Steven Morgan, ESSER Grant Accountant
o steven.morgan@mt.gov or 406-594-9728

• Garret Morrill, ESSER Data Analyst
o Garret.morrill@mt.gov or 406-444-3613

• Mindi Askelson, E-Grants Designer
o mindi.askelson@mt.gov or 406-444-0768

ESSER Team Contact Info

mailto:wendi.fawns@mt.gov
mailto:rebecca.brown@mt.gov
mailto:jessika.bol@mt.gov
mailto:steven.morgan@mt.gov
mailto:Garret.morrill@mt.gov
mailto:mindi.askelson@mt.gov


• Small Group Office Hours – answer your Q
oUse of Funds and Compliances

• ESSER Grant Compliances recap Feb 28th

o P….
o PXX
o A…related to outcomes
o F…related to finance

• Allowable and Reasonable Use of Funds
• Wrap-Up and OPI Resources
• Q&A

Goals For This Session



ESSER Current Spending – National View

June
CARES

June
CRRSA

June
ARP

June
Total

Montana 
LEAs 483 and $593

87% 100% 43% 62% 13% 24% 27% 40%

Idaho 
LEAs 178 and $683M

97% 100% 63% 87% 10% 26% 31% 49%

Nebraska
LEAs 278 and $854M

96% 98% 44% 54% 4.5% 15% 21% 32%

Wyoming 
LEAs 60 and $472M

95% 97% 46% 64% 3.4% 7.3% 22% 30%

North Dakota 
LEA 221 and $475M

94% 100% 25% 62% 11% 27% 24% 42%

South Dakota 
LEA 166 and $593M

97% 100% 24% 56% 6.2% 19% 18% 35%

As of June 30, 2022 &  December 31, 2022

https://covid-relief-data.ed.gov/


• What are ESSER Funds – Emergency Relief?
o National & State Overview

o Partners in the trenches

o Future Forecast and Current View
o School Plans and District Reports
o District Report – Updated Monthly
o Review the existing Budget within the grants (E-Grants)

• Processing and Tracking
oAmendments and Submit Cash Requests

o Local tracking and E-Grant
o Quarterly cross check

Annual Recap – Board & Public

https://opi.mt.gov/Portals/182/COVID-19/ESSER/Conference/sd%20ESSER%20Conf%20National%20and%20State%20Overview%20WF%20Final%20Aug22.pdf
https://opi.mt.gov/LinkClick.aspx?fileticket=4ZtONgC0iL4%3d&portalid=182
https://opi.mt.gov/Portals/182/COVID-19/ESSER/Allocation%20Updates/rp%20ESSER%20Monthly%20District%20Status%20CC%20Jan23.pdf?ver=2023-01-31-121406-220
https://egrants.opi.mt.gov/OPIGMSWeb/Budget/BudgetDetailConsolidated.aspx


• ARP ESSER Plan (use of funds)
o High-level anticipated use of funds

o Internships, summer literacy, outdoor learning space, lead/water/counceling

o Review at least every six months with community engagement
oChangeable - Reflect and modify

o Data collection narratives and Stats 
o engage community and foundation support for funding after ESSER

• Use ARP Plan to Promote Use of Funds 

School Plans – ESSER ARP (Use of Funds)



• Department of Education– Federal Grant
o For ALL activities charged to ESSER, costs must be reasonable and necessary to meet the overall 

purpose of the program, which is “to prevent, prepare for, and respond to” COVID-19 including those 
circumstances that were exacerbated by Covid. (See 2 CFR §§ 200.403-200.404.)

o National, State, Districts, Community, and general Public (Egrant)
o Cascade Public School Highschooler wrote a letter… After college I want to be an elementary 

school teacher…How important is funding for a school?  Is there a direct correlation between the 
quality of education and the amount of funding a school receives? How is the amount of funding 
that goes to each school determined?
o National and state view of per pupil funding
o District view of per pupil funding and outcomes GEM and Report Card

PPR and Student Gains – Outcomes

https://egrants.opi.mt.gov/opigmsweb/logon.aspx
https://opi.mt.gov/Leadership/Academic-Success/Every-Student-Succeeds-Act-ESSA/Report-Card


• Very few items are disallowed
• Many allowable items must be demonstrated reasonable 

o Highlight how students benefit
o Document alternatives considered AND reason for rejection option

• Prepare for, Prevent, and Respond to the effects of Covid-19 
including circumstances exacerbated by Covid
o Need for good ventilation, healthy drinking water, internet connectivity, 

one-to-one student devices, mental health support, math and reading 
support/remediation, etc…

Focus on Student Gains – Demonstrated Reasonableness



• Allowable and Reasonable per Federal guidelines  FAQ Dec 2022
• DOE Construction and Late Liquidation Letter May 2022
• CCSSO memo on ESSER Funds for Construction December 2021
• DOE Staffing Labor Shortages April 14, 2021
• diverse needs arising from or exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic, or to emerge stronger post-

pandemic, including responding to students’ social, emotional, mental health, and academic needs
• Implementing or expanding art programs, sports programs, or clubs.  C-3
• Improving existing data systems.   C-12
• Sustaining and maximizing enrollment in existing summer programs. C-25
• Continuing to pay existing employees and contractors. D-3 
• ED says SEAs and LEAs can use ESSER funds for mental health services and supports for students that were 

experiencing trauma before the pandemic.   C-14
• Curriculum, including related professional development.  (ARP Public Safety Guidance)
• to support a very wide range of activities, including activities indirectly linked to the impact of COVID-19, as 

outlined in the ED Volume 2 COVID Handbook, available at 
https://www2.ed.gov/documents/coronavirus/reopening-2.pdf, provided such uses are consistent with 
statutory requirements and the Uniform Guidance in 2 CFR Part 200.

Advocates and Auditors
Promoting sustainable use of education funds and supporting Montana students Compliance – Allowable/Reasonable

https://opi.mt.gov/Portals/182/COVID-19/ESSER/rp%20DOE%20ESSER%20GEER%20FAQ%20Updated%2012.7.22.pdf
https://opi.mt.gov/Portals/182/COVID-19/ESSER/rp%20DOE%20Late%20Liquidation%20Letter%20May22.pdf
https://opi.mt.gov/Portals/182/COVID-19/ESSER/CCSSO%20memo%20on%20ESSER%20Funds%20for%20Construction%20December%202021.pdf?ver=2022-05-11-114418-643
https://opi.mt.gov/Portals/182/COVID-19/ESSER/rp%20DOE%20staffing%20Labor%20Shortages%2021-0414.pdf?ver=2022-05-11-121137-293
https://oese.ed.gov/files/2021/06/21-0130-ARP-Public-Safety-ED-FAQ-06-16-2021.pdf
https://www2.ed.gov/documents/coronavirus/reopening-2.pdf


• Expenditures must be Allowable AND Reasonable
• Under what circumstances are the items below Allowable? Reasonable?

o Outdoor shed  
o Tent or gazebo  
o iPads with barcode readers  
o Provide workshops for 4-H  
o Establish a collaborative team of district personnel and stakeholders to create, implement, and 

review action plans around system preparedness and innovative learning
o Hiring professional coach to manage a pilot team tasked with developing proficiency-based  
o 3-D printer
o Lawn chairs
o Broadband technology infrastructure

Allowable vs REASONABLE



• Capital expenditures are “expenditures to acquire capital assets or expenditures to make additions, 
improvements, modifications, replacements, rearrangements, reinstallations, renovations, or alterations 
to capital assets that materially increase their value or useful life.” (2 CFR § 200.1) 

• Capital assets are “tangible or intangible assets used in operations having a useful life of more than one 
year which are capitalized in accordance with [generally accepted accounting procedures].” (2 CFR §
200.1) 

• Capital assets include land, buildings (facilities), equipment, intellectual property (including software), 
and certain kinds of leases, as well as improvements and modifications to those Capital expenditures that 
require prior written approval. (2 CFR §200.439)

• ESSER can pay for buses, modular classrooms, lead remediation, HVAC, real 
property acquisition, and a variety of other costs that are Capital 
Expenditures under federal rules. 

Capital Expenditures



• Regardless of cost, if LEA desires to have updated documentation that 
supports the use of ESSER Funds as allowable AND reasonable under 
FAQ guidance, approval review is probably something to consider.
o Providing documentation that supports updated guidance from the Department of Education helps 

to minimize the risk of audit findings.  The OPI desires to support districts in their use of funds 
and in following all ESSER grant compliances.

• $5,000+ and involves any capital asset, a prior approval is necessary.
• LEA believes an auditor might question the purchase given ESSER FAQ 

guidelines on allowable AND reasonableness approval review is 
probably a 'best practice' and should be considered.
• Meaningful stakeholder input
• Anchor on PPR and student gains

When to complete Approval Review form?



• description = problem, research 
methodology, recommended solution 
- PPR.

• Review existing documentation and 
history
o Review district Plans
o Stakeholders’ comments
o Review current ESSER II and III budgets
o Ask OPI for sample project descriptions

• Develop prioritized needs within a 
Project

• Create a Project Scope and seek Board 
Approval

• Submit Amendment and Project Scope

Project Scope



Again, bring your expenditure rationale back to the Students.
• How does an HVAC System enhance Student Learning?

o HVAC System will clean, filter, & sanitize the air
• Less airborne pathogens – Limiting spread of infection
• Fewer illness-related absences
• Preventing Learning Loss due to absences

• How does a Network Upgrade Project benefit Students?
o Improved connectivity and speeds while on campus

• Addressing existing Learning Loss
o Improved remote instruction while students are off-campus

• Preventing further Learning Loss

Focus on Student Gains & Student Learning



Q&A



• Data collection is a LOT of work use it to your advantage
• Showcase what you have done

o Use to promote to the newspapers, legislatures, public
o Honor the teachers, staff, and students for their hard work

• Data Transparency required - share it through your lens first
• Ask for help before you feel overwhelmed
• OPI is here to help

Tips on Annual Report 



• Single Point of Data collection
o Single Excel file to fill in and submit

oPrefilled (OPI Derived Data tab) 
oPrefilled (OPI Derived FTE Data tab)
oUnique data input (LEA Derived Data)
o Instructions (tab within the excel file)

o Single file submission verification emailed back to AR

• Google submission of excel file
• Color coded and messy – sorry out of our control
• System of Support by phone, zoom, email

Anticipated Process



Anticipated Instructions



• Identifier information

Excel OPI Derived Data File - DRAFT



• Identifier information

Excel OPI Derived Data File - DRAFT



LEA Derived ata



Short vs Long Term Compliance

• Transparency is required

• Tips for long-term compliance
o Don’t hide behind the computer
oManage and document spending
o Document and measure outcomes  
oWrite down your logic for making a decision



• Federal annual report and benefits to District
o Funding and outcomes are going to be reported

• Ongoing ESSER stakeholder engagement
o The active process of involving those who may be affected 

by ESSER decisions (students, parents, teachers, 
community)

Annual Report – Stakeholder Involvement

OPI guidance on 
Meaningful 
Stakeholder 

Consultation & 
Communication 

is here: 
https://youtu.be/c

wvznj4l8MI

https://youtu.be/cwvznj4l8MI
https://youtu.be/cwvznj4l8MI


• School Staff
• School Board
• Students
• Parents 

o Booster club, parent/family committee

• Community Organizations
o 4-H
o Key Club
o Rotary Club
o Local Churches or Restaurants
o Other Guilds or Unions in your community
o Mayor’s Office or Chamber of Commerce

Who Are Your Stakeholders?



• Community Survey
o Ask: What are issues your community views as important?
o Ask: What are ideas your community has for improvement?
o Suggest some ideas or solutions and ask for community 

feedback/opinions on those.

• Open House
o Invite community members to tour existing facilities and offer 

ideas or feedback.

• Town Hall
o Host a gathering where community members can discuss ideas 

and priorities.

Consulting Stakeholders



How do you continue your ESSER-funded 
programs after the federal funding stops?
A community is more likely to support 
successful schools; therefore, share your 
successes.  

Communicating Out To Stakeholders



WHY?
• Always keep in mind, this is for our students. Everything 

you’re doing with ESSER will benefit the students and give 
them a better future. Make sure you’re helping your 
community see that as well.

Communicating Out To Stakeholders



HOW?
• Be very public with everything ESSER allows 

you to accomplish - show student gain.
o Publish your plan, and take progress pictures

• Bring in the newspaper or the TV station, and 
show them all that is being achieved. 

• Host events and give tours, so the public has 
a chance to come in and see your success.   

Communicating Out To Stakeholders



HOW?
• Think backwards from end to beginning- sit back and enjoy the view
• Think system, broad and innovative

o What data and photos will help tell your best story?
o What can students, parents, teachers, school, and community gain through data and photos?
o Who can we engage and what can we gain? 
o The community will support successful schools but are unlikely to support perceived failing ones

Communicating Out to Stakeholders

Accountants Free audit checks with desire to help solve before problem is identified

NHS and Key Club students CTE credit, real work that students can earn credit for during study hall, senior release, … fliers, website design, 
excel sheets ($1.5 Connecticut story)

Rotary and PEO members, retired teachers … Trained professionals often new to the community wanting to be connected in a meaningful way can produce 
reports, PowerPoint presentations, perform research, conduct outreach

Hospitals and other businesses Have great ideas about CTE, Internships, and often are attached to Foundation funding that can later help with 
the ‘cliff’



An article in the paper can be as simple as 
a photo with a caption…

Articles

…or as thorough as a full-page spread!



Resources at OPI.MT.GOV

E-Grants Login Page:
https://egrants.opi.mt.gov/opigmsweb/logon.aspx

ELO Webpage:
https://opi.mt.gov/COVID-19-Information/ESSER/ESSER-

ARP-Summer-Enrichment-Grant-Info

https://egrants.opi.mt.gov/opigmsweb/logon.aspx
https://opi.mt.gov/COVID-19-Information/ESSER/ESSER-ARP-Summer-Enrichment-Grant-Info
https://opi.mt.gov/COVID-19-Information/ESSER/ESSER-ARP-Summer-Enrichment-Grant-Info
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