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The Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) is at its core civil rights legislation, offering the nation’s 
13,000 school districts federal funds to meet the needs of underserved students. In exchange for 
robust reporting requirements and a commitment to improve underperforming schools, districts 
can use ESSA funds on a wide range of strategic priorities that improve education outcomes for 
students. Many school districts across the country have already developed strategic priorities to 
improve student outcomes, particularly for underserved students, ranging their focus from target-
ing English Learners (ELs) to addressing funding gaps across schools. ESSA provides these school 
districts with broad latitude to invest ESSA funds and implement its provisions in whatever ways 
they think are most likely to benefit their underserved students. As ESSA shifts more autonomy 
and responsibility to states, districts, and schools, district leaders can seize the opportunity to 
move beyond compliance and advance their priorities to ensure that every student can achieve 
their full potential.

In particular, district leaders can leverage the following ESSA requirements to advance equity:

Seizing the Moment: A District Guide 
to Advance Equity under ESSA

1 See Sec. 1118(b)(1)-(3) of the Every Student Succeeds Act.

• Data Transparency: ESSA’s focus on transparency through data reporting (e.g., public report 
cards that provide data disaggregated by student subgroups, per-pupil spending at the school 
level, and teacher quality data) serves as a lever to drive and justify district priority areas. By 
leveraging the data reporting required by ESSA, districts can identify gaps and opportunities 
in outcomes and use the data to message the importance of districts’ strategic initiatives.

• Funding Flexibility: Although ESSA’s reauthorization did not result in additional dollars for 
school districts, the flexibility around spending requirements for Title I, Title II, Title III, and Title 
IV dollars means that district leaders can draw from a number of funding streams to advance 
their equity priorities. In particular, ESSA alleviates some of the burden of Title I accounting 
rules and creates more flexibility to spend Title I dollars on underserved students.1 Title I dollars 
may continue to be used on initiatives beyond instruction in literacy and math.
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Districts across the country continue to serve more and more children with 
growing needs. As districts adapt to their changing student populations, still too 
many students’ opportunities and outcomes are predicated on family income, 
race/ethnicity, language status, and ability status. Since 1990, racial, gender, 
and economic achievement gaps in mathematics have largely remained con-
sistent. In reading across a similar time frame, some achievement gaps have 
narrowed (i.e., 4th grade While-Black, 8th grade White-Latinx and female-male) 
but others have widened (i.e., 12th grade White-Black). Eliminating the relation-
ship between these characteristics and student opportunities and outcomes 
requires district leaders to understand disparities in access to resources, includ-
ing funding, rigorous coursework, and effective teachers and school leaders. 
ESSA’s focus on underserved students provides district leaders with financial 
resources to address some of these disparities. 

Why Focus on Equity?

• School Improvement: For schools identified by states as requiring comprehensive or addi-
tional targeted school improvement, district leaders are required to identify resource ineq-
uities (which may include financial analyses), to conduct school-level needs analyses, and to 
implement evidence-based interventions. Districts can use these tools to conduct root cause 
analyses and to choose relevant interventions to turn around underperforming schools.

This set of guides, which digs into eight ESSA priority areas that may also be equity priorities for 
school districts, is intended for district leaders focused on strategy. The information will be most 
relevant and useful for Superintendents, Chief Academic Officers, and other chief-level adminis-
trators responsible for implementing their district’s priorities. The briefs use ESSA’s requirements 
as a launching point for district actions to advance equity. However, many of the recommenda-
tions included in the brief also encourage district leaders to push their agendas beyond ESSA’s 
requirements and to think about how district leaders can disrupt the inertia that traditionally has 
characterized the implementation of federal grants.

If they have not done so already, district leaders should use their available data to set their equity 
priorities, which ESSA’s funds and flexibilities can then support. This framework considers eight 
issues that are often already priorities in many districts and identifies ESSA provisions that could 
be purposed to support a district’s approach to addressing each equity priority:

How Should District Leaders Use This Framework?
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Each equity priority has an accompanying guide that includes questions to inform district planning, 
requirements and opportunities for district leaders related to the topic, examples from districts 
implementing relevant initiatives, and information on opportunities to blend and braid federal funds 
across Titles. Read the guide(s) that align with your district’s priorities and consider how ESSA’s 
requirements provide a starting point for further district action. Direct excerpts from the statute 
are included in each brief so that school leaders know exactly what the law requires and allows.

ESSA was a bipartisan effort signed into law in December 2015. ESSA replaced No Child Left Be-
hind (NCLB) and is the most recent version of the federal Elementary and Secondary Education 
Act. ESSA governs federal K-12 education policy in the U.S., including requirements for annual 
standardized testing and development of accountability systems for schools and districts, as well 
as provisions for how states will support under- and low-performing schools and districts. In addi-
tion to these requirements, ESSA authorizes key federal funding streams (e.g., Title I, Title II) and 
programs aimed primarily at low-income and other historically underserved students. While the 
law requires disaggregated reporting on a number of indicators and a commitment to improving 
underperforming schools, it also includes some new authority at the local level such as providing 
district leaders with the financial flexibility to spend ESSA funds across a range of strategic prior-
ities linked to improving student outcomes. 

For more on the law see: https://www.ed.gov/essa?src=rn
For the statute, see: https://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/BILLS-114hr5rh/pdf/BILLS-114hr5rh.pdf

Although ESSA is fundamentally similar to NCLB, the legislation did make some changes of which 
district leaders should be aware. These changes do not necessarily require additional action from 
district leaders; however, district leaders can leverage some of these changes to advance their 
equity priorities.

What is ESSA?

What are the Most Significant Changes From NCLB to ESSA? 

1. Leveraging School Improvement to Advance Equity

2. Ensuring Equitable Funding

3. Increasing Access to Effective Teachers and Leaders

4. Supporting English Learners

5. Increasing Access to Advanced Coursework

6. Addressing Disproportionate Discipline Practices

7. Integrating Social, Emotional, and Academic Development  

8. Improving Access to High-Quality Instructional Materials
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• Financial Transparency: District-level and school-level report cards are required to report 
per-pupil expenditures of federal, state, and local funds, including actual personnel and 
non-personnel expenditures disaggregated by source of funds. District leaders can use this 
financial transparency information to illuminate funding and other resource inequities and to 
think about financial reallocation across schools.

• Accountability Indicators: ESSA requires states to use academic proficiency, academic growth, 
EL proficiency, and graduation rates as academic indicators for their district and school ac-
countability systems. The EL proficiency requirement is a change from NCLB to ESSA. Addi-
tionally, ESSA also requires states to use a new school quality or student success indicator as 
part of their accountability systems. School quality and student success indicators can include 
measures of student engagement, educator engagement, student access to and completion 
of advanced coursework, school climate and safety, or postsecondary readiness. 

• Title I Flexibilities: ESSA alleviates some of the burden of some Title I accounting rules, which 
allows districts more flexibility in spending Title I dollars on underserved students. Further, 
Title I dollars may continue to be used on initiatives beyond instruction in literacy and math.

• Shifting EL Activities from Title III to Title I: Title III continues to provide funding for supple-
mental services to improve EL proficiency and the academic achievement of ELs. However, a 
number of activities related to ELs have been shifted to Title I, including the inclusion of EL 
proficiency standards into state content standards, the administration of EL proficiency as-
sessments, EL proficiency accountability requirements, and the identification of interventions 
for EL students. Many of the decisions related to EL students in Title I will be at the state level. 
However, districts have the opportunity to use both Title I and Title III funds to meet state 
requirements around EL students.

• Greater State and District Autonomy for School Improvement: ESSA does away with NCLB’s 
Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) and allows states to set their own achievement goals and time-
lines for improvement. Whereas NCLB laid out specific interventions for schools not meeting 
AYP, ESSA leaves it to states and districts to assess their needs, engage with stakeholders, and 
determine interventions and improvement strategies, as long as they include evidence-based 
interventions. States must also set aside seven percent of their Title I funds to support school 
improvement. Beginning in the 2018-19 school year, states are required to identify a statewide 
category of schools for comprehensive support and improvement (CSI) and targeted support 
and improvement (TSI) based on 2017-18 data, and the state will then notify LEAs about which 
schools fall into each of these categories. ESSA identifies three categories of schools in need 
of improvement and details identification criteria and the requirements for their intervention 
plan [see Table 1].
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CRITERIA FOR SCHOOL 
INCLUSION

INTERVENTION PLAN

TABLE 1: SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT CATEGORIES AND CRITERIA UNDER ESSA

• Lowest-performing 5% of Title 
I schools 

• All public high schools that 
fail to graduate 67 percent or 
more of their students

• Additional Targeted Support 
and Improvement (ATSI) Title 
I schools that fail to improve

COMPREHENSIVE 
SUPPORT AND 
IMPROVEMENT 
(CSI)

TARGETED 
SUPPORT AND 
IMPROVEMENT  
(TSI)

ADDITIONAL 
TARGETED 
SUPPORT AND 
IMPROVEMENT 
(ATSI)

• District leaders must work with stakeholders to 
develop and implement an improvement plan 
that is based on a needs assessment and resource 
review for each CSI school. 

• Any CSI school that fails to improve within a 
state-determined number of years (not to ex-
ceed four years) shall be faced with more rigorous 
state-determined action. 

• State departments of education establish exit cri-
teria for CSI schools and monitor and periodically 
review progress made by school districts toward 
improving CSI schools.

• Schools where a subgroup of 
students is “consistently un-
derperforming,” as defined 
by the state  

• TSI schools where the perfor-
mance of any subgroup of stu-
dents on its own would lead 
to CSI identification as one of 
the lowest-performing 5% of 
Title I schools

• School leaders develop and implement a 
school-level plan in partnership with stakeholders. 

• Although CSI schools are subject to plans crafted 
and implemented by the district, TSI plans are de-
veloped and implemented by the school rather 
than the district. 

• School districts must approve the school’s 
TSI plan and are responsible for monitoring 
implementation. 

• If a TSI school fails to improve after a certain num-
ber of years (as determined by the district), the 
district must take additional action. 

• School leaders develop and implement a 
school-level plan in partnership with stakeholders.

• ATSI plans are developed and implemented by 
the school rather than the district.

• District leaders must approve the school’s 
ATSI plan and are responsible for monitoring 
implementation.

• If ATSI school fails to improve after a certain num-
ber of years (as determined by the district), (1) any 
ATSI Title I school is converted to a CSI school 
and (2) any ATSI non-Title I school is subject to 
additional action by the district.
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ESSA requires each state to articulate their visions and goals for different elements of their edu-
cation systems, including standards, assessments, and accountability, as part of a comprehensive 
state plan. All states submitted these plans to the US Department of Education (USDOE) in 2017. 
State plans varied in their proposals for action, so each issue guide prompts districts to examine 
specific sections of their state plan and context to understand how the district can align its efforts 
with the state’s ESSA plan and relevant state decisions. For example, is the state proposing to 
create any new ESSA-funded competitive grants for LEAs? How is the state planning to support 
districts in school improvement efforts? Will the state be making any significant changes to prin-
cipal or teacher evaluation requirements that districts can build upon? For more information on 
your state’s plan and timeline, call your state education agency, visit their web page, or check out:  

https://www2.ed.gov/admins/lead/account/stateplan17/statesubmission.html. 

How Should District Leaders Use Their State ESSA Plans?
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The Aspen Education & Society Program improves public education by 
inspiring, informing, and in uencing education leaders across policy and 
practice, with an emphasis on achieving equity for traditionally underserved 
students. For more information, visit www.aspeninstitute.org/education 
and www.aspendrl.org.

The Aspen Institute is an educational and policy studies organization based 
in Washington, DC. Its mission is to foster leadership based on enduring 
values and to provide a nonpartisan venue for dealing with critical issues. 
The Institute is based in Washington, DC; Aspen, Colorado; and on the 
Wye River on Maryland’s Eastern Shore. It also has of ces in New York City 
and an international network of partners.

Founded in 2006, Education First is a national, mission-driven strategy 
and policy organization with unique and deep expertise in education im-
provement. Our mission is to deliver exceptional ideas, experience-based 
solutions and results so all students—and particularly low-income students 
and students of color—are prepared for success in college, career and life. 
We work closely with policymakers, practitioners, funders and advocates 
to design and accelerate policies and plans that support strong systems, 
outstanding educators, engaged students and effective investments.

Chiefs for Change is a nonprofit, bipartisan network of diverse state and 
district education Chiefs dedicated to preparing all students for today’s 
world and tomorrow’s through deeply committed leadership. Chiefs for 
Change advocates for policies and practices that are making a difference 
today for students, and builds a pipeline of talented, diverse Future Chiefs 
ready to lead major school systems.

EducationCounsel is a mission-driven education consulting firm that works 
with leading nonprofit organizations, foundations, and policymakers to help 
significantly improve education opportunity and outcomes. We do this by 
leveraging policy, strategy, law, and advocacy to help transform education 
systems, from early learning to K12 to higher education. We work with 
partners at the state, federal, and local levels to advance evidence-based 
innovations and systems change, with a central focus on equity. http://
www.educationcounsel.com/  
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