
FEDERAL RELIEF AID SERIES BRIEF 3

Three Strategies for Investing One-Time  
Federal Relief Aid to Make a Lasting Difference
Sustainable Financing of Education Innovations

Jason Willis, Kelsey Krausen, and Patrick McClellan July 2021

The COVID-19 pandemic offers an opportunity to reconsider the approach and delivery of public 
education. With a large infusion of one-time federal relief aid1 and a depth of need among students 
most impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic that the system is still trying to understand,2 state and local 
education leaders will need to plan for both (1) short-term investments to accelerate learning and 
address student well-being and (2) long-term structural changes to the education system. 

This opportunity for transformational change in education 
requires early planning and ongoing monitoring of 
investments to gauge whether they are having their 
intended impact. To ensure that the quality of the U.S. 
education system continues to improve even after the 
one-time federal aid is gone, education leaders will want 
to consider how to use one-time funding strategically 
in a way that fuels ongoing improvement in student 
outcomes for years to come. This brief provides an 
overview of three strategies for planning for sustainability,3 
or long-term improvements in local and state education 
systems, when investing one-time federal funds.

First, to help ensure investments target both immediate 
and long-term system needs, state and local leaders may 
consider segmenting or organizing investments into 
(1) one-time investments in infrastructure, (2) short-term 
intensive investments to assess and address the immediate 
needs students have as a result of the pandemic, and 
(3) investments in system innovation that lead to sustain-
able improvements in practice. Considering how best 
to organize investments into these categories can help 

education leaders plan carefully and avoid common 
investment pitfalls. 

Second, state and local leaders can prioritize invest-
ments with long-term returns on student outcomes 
and future cost savings, including infrastructure 
upgrades, interventions for students with greater needs, 
and staff capacity building. Investments that lead to 
long-term cost savings free up resources to help 
education leaders sustain investments in practices that 
make a positive difference for students. 

Third, state and local leaders may want to consider 
modeling investments over the next few years, 
including an initial period of “ramping up,” followed by 
the period of heaviest investment, and then a “ramping 
down” of investments as local education agencies (LEAs) 
near the 2025 deadline for the use of federal funding.4 
This strategy can help education leaders plan for and 
communicate about which investments they may want to 
continue — and which investments they expect to end — 
when federal aid funds are no longer available. 
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Note that although the examples of investments 
described in this brief often pertain to the local level 
(e.g., providing various services for students), state 
education leaders can leverage these same strategies 
when considering how best to use federal funds to 
improve state-level infrastructure and programs to 
support schools and districts.

Strategy 1: Segmenting Fund Use

As state and local leaders consider how to invest federal 
aid to improve outcomes for students, investments can 
be segmented into three categories: 

1. one-time investments in infrastructure;

2. short-term intensive investments to assess and 
address students’ immediate needs; and

3. investments in system innovation that lead to 
sustainable improvements in practice.

Organizing these three important investment types in 
this way can help ensure a balance among them based 
on local needs. Also, at a time when local education 
leaders may be overwhelmed with decisions about the 
return to full-time in-person instruction and how to assess 
and meet student and staff needs, this strategy can 
help local leaders avoid overinvestment in approaches 
that promise quick fixes or that merely increase existing 
investments without strategically considering their 
long-term impact on student learning and well-being. 

Figure 1 provides examples of the types of investments 
that fall into each of these three categories. Although 
the exact mix of investments made by states and LEAs 
will vary by context, considering how investments can 
address truly one-time, short-term, and long-term needs 
can be a useful strategy for organizing investments and 
for communicating how one-time funds will be used to 
drive system improvements.5 Several of the investments 
listed in Figure 1 are described in more detail in the 
following section on investments with a high rate of  
return and, in some cases, investments that lead to  
reductions in future costs. 

Figure 1: Segmenting Fund Use Into Three Types of Investments
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Strategy 2: Prioritizing Investments 
With Long-Term Returns

The federal government is providing nearly $200 billion 
in federal aid from three separate aid packages for 
K–12 education alone.6 Even though these are one-time 
funds, state and local education leaders can invest in 
research-based strategies with long-term returns on 
investment. These returns include both improvements in 
student outcomes and potential cost savings in the future, 
which can help free up resources to continue investments 
that are effective in improving outcomes for students. 

Invest in Infrastructure Needs 

The strategies outlined in this section correspond to the 
types of one-time investments shown in Figure 1. Federal 
aid may be used to make investments in infrastructure 
throughout the next several years. 

Address Outstanding Facilities Issues 

During the 2020/21 school year, existing facility-related 
needs were exacerbated by extreme weather events 
unrelated to the COVID-19 pandemic. Schools in Oregon 
burned in the worst fire season the region had ever ex-
perienced. Schools in Florida flooded following Tropical 
Storm Eta. And schools in Texas froze over during an 
extremely cold week in February. A report published 
by the U.S. Government Accountability Office (GAO) 
in 2020 indicated that 54 percent of LEAs needed to 
update or completely replace multiple building systems 
(e.g., ventilation/air conditioning systems, lighting 
systems) in their schools.7 For districts already in  
financial distress — often those that serve higher  
proportions of students from low-income households  
and students of color — it may be especially difficult 
to implement these necessary repairs.8

This is concerning not only with regard to those districts’ 
balance sheets (e.g., leaky roofs or faulty water pipes 
incur greater and greater costs the longer they go un-
addressed) and, potentially, their ability to keep students 
safe from virus transmission, but also with regard to 
academic outcomes. Studies have found an association 
between classroom quality and performance on stan-
dardized tests. For example, students test poorly if a  
test is administered on an especially hot day9 or after 
particularly hot years.10 Conversely, a 2011 study found 
that in an urban school district in Connecticut, six years 
after new school buildings were built and occupied, 
reading scores for elementary and middle school 
students improved. What’s more, school construction 
also raised public school enrollment in these neigh-
borhoods,11 suggesting that such investments may help 
combat the negative financial impacts of declining 
enrollment seen in many schools. 

The costs of buildings in disrepair compound year 
over year — both economically and academically. 
Using one-time funds to invest in repairs as quickly as 
possible can mitigate these costs while also allowing 
schools and districts to reap the benefits of upgraded 
buildings. Notably, federal aid for capital expenditures 
must focus on school facility repairs and improvements 
that help reduce the risk of transmitting COVID-19 and 
provide for the health needs of students. Examples of 
the types of expenditures that federal aid can be used 
for include replacing windows and fixing roofs for air 
quality; replacing flooring for cleaning purposes; and 
constructing additional classrooms or purchasing or 
leasing portable classrooms to support social distancing. 
Note that in some cases, capital improvement projects 
can take considerable time, and any capital expenditure 
over $5,000 requires preapproval by the state. Local 
education leaders should consider the time necessary 
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to move a capital project through the initial planning 
process in order to ensure that a project’s timeline  
is compatible with the availability of federal aid to  
support the project. 

Improve Broadband Network and  
Invest in Connected Devices

Student access to broadband Internet and connected 
devices — another critical infrastructure investment — 
can also lead to long-term returns on student achieve-
ment.12 Although considerable progress has been made 
in diminishing the digital divide (i.e., some students’ 
lack of access to digital learning resources) since the 
pandemic began in March 2020, gaps remain. As of 
May 2021, 18 percent of households with children in 
public or private school did not always have Internet 
available for educational services.13 According to  
the Federal Communications Commission, nearly  
17 million children lack access to the Internet at home.14 
These gaps in access disproportionately affect students 
from low-income households and African American, 
Hispanic/Latinx, and Native American students.15 A 
study of the reading scores of the National Center for 
Educational Progress’s NAEP (National Assessment 
of Educational Progress) showed that students with 
access to high-speed Internet at home scored higher, 
on average, than students without access to the Internet 
at home.16 Accordingly, when making investments in 
digital infrastructure, state and local leaders should 
consider expanding student access to digital devices 
and broadband both at school and at home, particularly 
because research indicates that students’ ability to use 
digital learning resources at school is affected by their 
use of digital learning resources at home.17 

In addition to its $125 billion in federal aid for K–12 
education, the American Rescue Plan (ARP) aims to 

promote digital equity by offering billions of dollars to 
improve the nation’s broadband infrastructure. The ARP’s 
Emergency Connectivity Fund (ECF) provides schools 
and libraries with nearly $7.2 billion for investments in 
laptops, tablets, Wi-Fi hotspots, modems, and routers, to 
which students often do not have access.18 Most options 
for providing students with Internet connectivity, such as 
purchasing in-home Internet subscriptions and hotspots, 
will require ongoing investment, but some districts are 
instead looking to build the necessary infrastructure to 
become Internet service providers themselves.19 Even 
as students return to in-person instruction, reliable Wi-Fi 
and connected devices will continue to be invaluable for 
learning outside the classroom, and ARP funds have the 
potential to greatly improve connectivity for millions of 
students. Investments in digital infrastructure and devices 
can have long-term impacts on student academic 
achievement without locking states and LEAs into 
long-term fiscal obligations once federal aid is gone. 

Invest in Intensive Academic Supports 

Targeted investments in interventions for students with 
the greatest needs have the potential to accelerate 
learning and improve students’ long-term academic 
outcomes. The strategies outlined in this section include 
a mix of both short-term intensive investments to 
address students’ immediate needs resulting from the 
pandemic, such as high-impact tutoring (Figure 1), and 
investments in system innovation for sustainable improve-
ment in practice, such as developing early intervention 
screening and data systems (Figure 1).

Students are returning to classrooms with myriad needs 
as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, including the 
need for increased academic supports due to inequita-
ble access to instructional opportunities.20 However, the 
extent of these needs is still unknown, and it is important 
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to note that recent assessments of student learning and 
social-emotional needs are insufficient to understand 
the depth of current student needs. Many assessments 
were delayed because of the pandemic or are still in 
progress, large numbers of the most vulnerable students 
were not assessed over the last 15 months, and assess-
ments were generally narrowly focused and therefore do 
not present the full picture of student needs.21 Accord-
ingly, state and district leaders should consider investing 
federal aid in comprehensive assessments of student 
needs and short-term intensive interventions to address 
students’ immediate social, emotional, and academic 
needs. Education leaders can use these investments to 
learn about the most effective intervention strategies and 
systems to continue in the future. 

One strategy that has gained considerable attention 
for helping accelerate learning for students with 
reduced access to instructional opportunities during 
the pandemic is high-impact tutoring.22 Research has 
shown that effective tutoring programs for students from 
low-income households can improve students’ academic 
achievement in math23 and in English language arts.24 
Among other research-based suggestions, The 
Education Trust suggests that high-impact tutoring should 
be embedded during the school day, should be offered 
consistently for three or more days per week, should 
occur in groups of four or fewer students, and should 
be taught consistently by the same tutor.25 

Furthermore, such interventions — including early 
intervention services for children aged 0 to 3, as well as 
other supports for young learners — have the potential 
to reduce identification for special education services.26 
Although early intervention is critical before students 
are referred for special education, African American 
and Hispanic/Latinx children are identified for support 
later than their White peers are. To make matters worse, 

during the pandemic, referral rates for early interven-
tion dropped and wait times for services increased.27 
Consequently, fewer children received early intervention 
services over the 2020/21 school year, which may lead 
to poorer academic and social-emotional outcomes 
in the future. State and local education leaders should 
consider how to leverage federal aid to ensure access 
to appropriate interventions for all young learners who 
need them, including early intervention services and 
interventions in preschool and elementary school. These 
investments provide enormous benefits for students 
in the near and long term and can help reduce more 
intensive, costly interventions in the future. 

Twenty percent of the ARP funds allocated to LEAs  
and 5 percent of the ARP funds allocated to states  
are reserved for addressing learning loss through 
evidence-based interventions. State and local education 
leaders may consider using a portion of these funds — 
amounting to more than $30 billion nationally —  
to identify children who otherwise would have been 
identified as eligible for early intervention services in 
a typical year. Investing in early intervention screening 
and data systems is a particularly cost-effective strategy 
for identifying students in need of additional support. 
Doing so can facilitate identifying struggling students in 
the near term and closing equity gaps in the long term. 
Avoiding costly interventions in the future also helps 
free up resources so that they can be used to support 
students in other ways. 

Invest in Capacity Building 

The impacts of ARP funds can be magnified through 
effective professional learning and growth opportunities. 
Investments in professional learning are categorized 
as system innovations (Figure 1) because they have 
the potential to lead to sustainable improvements in 
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practice that fundamentally alter the quality of instruction 
for students and advance equity. The most effective 
professional learning opportunities for teachers are 
collaborative, actively engaging, discipline-specific, and 
of a sustained duration.28 Turning to expert teachers 
as mentors and coaches can be an effective strategy 
in sustaining professional learning and building 
capacity among educators.29 LEAs may consider 
offering stipends to highly effective teachers to lead 
professional learning opportunities and thus extend 
their impact in a school.30 For example, these teachers 
can provide training opportunities to tutors, frequently 
uncredentialed staff who can be more effective when 
they are provided with pre-service training and ongoing 
coaching.31 Highly effective teachers can also lead or 
co-lead professional learning opportunities for other 
teachers and paraprofessionals within the school. 

Several specific areas of focus for professional learning 
have gained attention since the COVID-19 pandemic 
began.32 First, professional learning should equip 
teachers to utilize new technology in their instruction. 
Many districts have used funds provided by the Corona-
virus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security Act (CARES Act) 
and the Coronavirus Response and Relief Supplemental 
Appropriations Act (CRRSAA) to invest in new education-
al technologies, and some forms of remote instruction 
are likely to continue even after most schools return to 
full-time in-person instruction.33 In addition, teachers 
and other school staff can benefit from race and equity 
training to increase their ability to navigate conversations 
about race and racial justice, to build awareness of 
teacher and student social identity and power dynamics, 
and to develop and strengthen approaches to culturally 
responsive teaching. Cultural competence of school staff 
and their ability to authentically engage with students 
and families are key to student success. Finally, teachers 

could benefit from professional learning to support 
their and their students’ social-emotional needs after the 
return to in-person instruction. Many members of the 
school community — from students to staff — have expe-
rienced various forms of stress, emotional exhaustion, 
and trauma due to the pandemic. Professional learning 
can help expand educators’ toolboxes for supporting 
student well-being and employing strategies for maintain-
ing their own health and well-being. 

Given that teachers are the most important school- 
related factor that influences student achievement,34 
investments in capacity building can have powerful, 
long-term positive impacts on student learning. Yet 
capacity building efforts need not be confined to 
teachers only. Front office staff, paraprofessionals,  
and other classified staff all contribute to supporting 
student learning and well-being and therefore should 
also be considered for professional learning opportu-
nities. These professional learning and growth oppor-
tunities, if viewed as valuable resources by teachers 
and other staff, also have the potential to impact 
broader teacher and staff retention efforts by providing 
educators with the support they need.35 

Invest in Partnerships 

Investing in partnerships is another important strategy, 
at all levels of the system, that can both help develop 
sustained system improvements and meet short-term 
needs (Figure 1). Investing in partnerships with other 
sectors — such as nonprofits, institutes of higher 
education, community-based organizations, and the 
philanthropy and business communities — can lead  
to long-term returns for students. Community partners 
can also help address short-term intensive needs of 
students and families. 
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During the pandemic, some states and school districts 
were able to forge relationships with technology 
companies and nonprofits to ensure that students had 
access to digital devices and Wi-Fi. State and school 
districts also expanded partnerships with public health 
agencies and health and human services departments to 
ensure that families continued to have access to a range 
of supports, including mental health and housing. Many 
of these agencies are also receiving one-time federal 
aid. Blending and braiding these sources of one-time 
funding in a coordinated system of support for students 
and families has the potential to lead to long-term im-
provements in outcomes and to create greater efficien-
cies in resource use. Forming partnerships with commu-
nity-based organizations and other trusted community 
service providers is another potential strategy for 
accelerating student learning and well-being by helping 
to identify and provide the learning and social-emotional 
well-being supports that students need. For example, 
LEAs can provide extended-day learning programs by de-
veloping partnerships with programs that operate outside 
school hours, and they can provide tutors by developing 
partnerships with local colleges and universities. 

Investments in staff and infrastructure to develop these 
critical partnerships can help expand and extend the 
reach of the investments and their impact on student 
outcomes. Some states are considering investments in 
community school models that leverage partnerships as 
a central strategy for providing whole-child supports. 
Whole-child supports are more important than ever, 
as many students and families have increased needs 
due to the pandemic and had less access to whole-
child supports while schools were employing distance 
learning. These partnerships rely both on strong rela-
tionships with students, families, and communities and 
on relationships with external partners from philanthropy, 

nonprofits, and other government agencies. As part 
of this approach, education leaders may also want to 
consider investments in their capacity to communicate 
with families and communities. For example, they could 
provide additional translation services, translate more 
materials, make events more accessible for families, and 
provide more home visits and other types of family and 
community outreach.

Strategy 3: Modeling the Use of Funds — 
Including Ramping Up and Ramping Down

Another important strategy for state and district 
education leaders is to plan for the use of federal aid 
funds in phases, including planning for when the federal 
aid is gone. Modeling or projecting the use of funds over 
the next few years that the federal aid is available can help 
education leaders and stakeholders review investments in 
phases and then determine which investments to continue. 

This strategy involves ramping up investments, likely in 
the 2021/22 school year, and then ramping down as 
the September 2025 deadline for the use of federal aid 
draws closer. In order to do so, states and districts need 
to plan for investments in phases based on the needs 
of students and the system as a whole. For example, 
some education leaders have predicted that costs may 
be higher for LEAs in fall 2021 because of the need 
to address students’ emotional well-being, the need 
for comprehensive assessments of student needs, and 
additional facility costs such as ventilation upgrades and 
increased cleaning. 

As district leaders engage with students, teachers, staff, 
and community stakeholders to determine priorities for 
the use of federal aid, they need to consider the time 
frame of the investments. Some investments will be truly 
one-time expenditures. Others, based on how successful 
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they prove to be in improving outcomes for students, 
may have to be discontinued in either the short term or 
the long term. These projections should be transparent 
enough for public stakeholders to understand. Modeling 
investments over time, as well as outlining a strategy 
and timeline for monitoring whether new investments 
are having their intended impact, creates a roadmap for 
spending over the next few years. Projecting spending 
may also help state and district leaders avoid rushing 
into investments, spending large portions of funding on 

programs that are untested in their systems, or waiting 
and rushing to spend federal aid at the end. 

Figure 2 models how an LEA might ramp up and then 
ramp down per-pupil expenditures based on when the 
various sources of federal aid are available. Referenc-
ing the amounts and time frames associated with each 
funding source can help state and district leaders project 
the quantity of funds available to invest at any given time 
over the next several years. This information can then  
inform how best to ramp up and ramp down investments.

Figure 2: Per-Pupil Expenditures Based on the Availability of Federal Relief Aid
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Figure 3 visualizes how LEAs might model or project 
the use of different types of funding (Figure 1) from 
2021 to 2025. One-time expenditures are likely to be 
made through the 2021/22 school year as immediate 
needs are identified. Short-term investments will likely 
ramp up in fall 2021 and then ramp down over a period 
of one or two school years. However, not all one-time 
and short-term investments need to be made during 
the 2021/22 school year. They can be scheduled 

for various times later during the funding period. For 
example, some LEAs may choose to wait on some 
investments until after they have had an opportunity 
to assess student needs. Long-term investments may 
continue beyond the availability of federal aid if (1) they 
lead to improved student outcomes and (2) additional 
funding becomes available when federal aid is no 
longer available or staff attrition or budget cuts support 
the new investments. 

Figure 3: Flow of Investment Priorities Using Federal Relief Aid



Three Strategies for Investing One-Time Federal 
Relief Aid to Make a Lasting Difference
Sustainable Financing of Education Innovations

– 10 –

Spending visualizations are useful not only for internal 
planning purposes, but also for communicating with 
stakeholders about state and district priorities for the use 
of federal aid, when they can expect the federal  
aid to end, and how the availability of the aid may 
impact new investments. 

Conclusion

By carefully planning for sustained improvement in 
student outcomes, state and district leaders have the op-
portunity to invest one-time federal relief aid in ways that 
not only can meet immediate needs, but also can lead 
to transformational changes in education systems across 
the United States and have a lasting impact on students’ 
opportunities for long-term success. As part of this effort, 
local education leaders can partner with stakeholders to 
communicate how investments of federal aid will lead to 
long-term systems improvement. In fact, communicating 

and sharing strategies about local successes in lever-
aging federal aid to improve student outcomes will be 
critical to converting one-time federal aid into long-term 
investments in U.S. education systems.

As leaders plan how to use federal aid, it is important 
that they engage with stakeholders not only to discuss 
the value of each type of investment in improving 
student outcomes and yielding potential cost savings 
in the future, but also to create a common understand-
ing of how long each investment could be sustained. 
Moreover, in addition to considering the needs of  
partnering stakeholders, state and local education 
leaders should ensure that students, families, and  
communities who are currently not well served by  
the system are engaged in the full range of decisions 
about resources, including how their needs can inform 
the most impactful solutions.
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