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THE REFUGEE SCHOOL IMPACT PROGRAM:
AN ANALYSIS OF STATE AND LOCAL PRACTICES
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
This report is a summary of interviews with 38 states about their Refugee School Impact (RSI) program. This project was initiated by the
Kentucky Office for Refugees and additionally supported by the Ohio Refugee Services Program. Both states sought information on how to
best manage their RSI program and requested information on promising practices in other states. Interviews were conducted with State
Refugee Coordinators and occasionally, with others who manage the funds in their state.

Section 1: Overview of Types of Agencies & Program Models
At the local level, RSI-funded programs are in refugee agencies, school districts, community based organizations (CBOs), and occasionally other
types of organizations. Before this survey, there was no information available on how many local organizations are funded with RSI dollars, nor
how many of each type of organization. Furthermore, the funds “trickle down” from the state to the local level in various ways, but this was
also not documented anywhere.
Highlights of Section 1:
Of the 164 RSI-funded agencies at the local level, 47% are school districts, 35% are refugee resettlement agencies, 14% are CBOs, and 4% are “other.”
Of the states interviewed, approximately a third fund all refugee agencies or CBOs, another third fund all school districts, and the final third fund a
combination of agencies.
There are at least six models for how RSI funds make their way from ORR to the local providers working with refugee children and families.
Approximately half of State Refugee Coordinators feel there are significant pros and cons to funding school districts versus refugee agencies, and they
named 27 factors utilized when weighing these pros and cons. Of the remaining coordinators, the majority prefer funding refugee agencies or CBOs.

Section 2: Programmatic Priorities & Activities
Not every RSI program carries out the same activities at the state or local levels. Every program adheres to ORR’s guidance on allowable
activities, but some states also set programmatic priorities. Before this survey, there was no information available on the RSI programmatic
priorities set by states nor a breakdown of the various types of activities being carried out at the local level.
Highlights of Section 2:
Just over half of the 38 states let their subgrantees make their own programmatic decisions, while the other half set those priorities at the state level.
The top five activities (in order) of RSI programs are family engagement, English/academic support, out of school time programming,
interpretation/translation, and teacher training.
There are a number of states that have unique programming at the state level, such as Minnesota, Utah, Texas, and Colorado.

Section 3: Collaboration with State Departments of Education & Leveraging Other Federal
Education Funds
While Memorandums of Understanding (MOUs) used to be required between State Refugee Offices and State Departments of Education,
they are no longer required. Before these interviews were conducted, it was unknown as to how many states maintained these relationships and
to what extent there was any collaboration in regards to other federal education funds.
Highlights of Section 3:
Of the 37 states that answered the questions on this topic, nearly half (43%) shared that they have no contact with their State Department of Education and
another 43% described an informal relationship with them. Only five states identified as having a strong relationship with their State Department of Education.
Title III, Title I Part A, and the Migrant Education program (Title I Part C) are federal funding streams that support many refugee students and families. Yet,
76% of State Refugee Coordinators stated that they do not know much about these federal funding sources and could benefit from further information.
Only nine coordinators were aware of these funding streams and had even a basic understanding of them.
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Section 4: How States Manage their Refugee School Impact Program
In this section, State Refugee Coordinators were asked questions about how their local agencies and districts apply for the funds, what data is
collected and how it is utilized, if outcomes are reported and how, and what types of technical assistance are available for local programs.
Before this survey, this information was not documented anywhere, at least not collectively in a way that any coordinator could easily access it.
Highlights of Section 4:
The majority of states interviewed (62%) do not conduct a formal RFP process for RSI.
For the states that do not require a formal RFP process, many still require some sort of application that involves
submitting a scope of work, a budget, and often more.
The majority of states interviewed only use arrival data to make their programmatic and funding decisions, but some
conduct needs assessments and/or look at additional data such as grades, attendance data, and dropout data.
Many states spoke about the difficulty in sharing data between refugee and education agencies at the state and local levels.
This contributes to the difficulty in measuring the impact of RSI funds.
States had different ideas regarding their role in providing their RSI providers with training and technical assistance.
Just over half bring together their RSI staff at least once per year (either face-to-face or virtually) for peer-to-peer support.

Conclusion
Before this survey and report, there was no information available on how RSI funds are being used at the local level throughout the U.S. nor
much information on how RSI programs are being managed at the state level. This information is important so that states and local
organizations can model their programs on the promising practices of others, learn from each other’s mistakes, and ultimately, avoid wasting
ORR dollars on “reinventing the wheel.”
Recommendations
Recommendations are provided for State Refugee Coordinators in the final section of the report that primarily focus on connecting with one’s State
Department of Education, learning about federal education funding sources, and asking for technical assistance when needed.
Recommendations are also provided for ORR and/or Switchboard on helping states to solve common problems and considering implementing the type
of RSI technical assistance that was provided by BRYCS from 2008-2012.

BACKGROUND
In September 2019, the Kentucky Office for Refugees signed an agreement with this author (Laura Gardner of Immigrant Connections) to
support their Refugee School Impact (RSI) work. Part of the scope of work included conducting outreach efforts to other State Refugee
Offices to identify promising practices in managing the RSI grant.

What was initially a fairly small scale project quickly developed into something more comprehensive. Other states
expressed interest in the findings and the Ohio Refugee Services Program also signed on to support the work.
From January 2020 to May 2020, phone interviews were conducted with 38 out of 41 states with RSI funds.1 (RSI funding is a part of each
state’s “Refugee Support Services Set-Asides.”) The only RSI funded states that were unavailable or unreachable for an interview included
Kansas, New Hampshire, and South Carolina. (See Figure 1.) Of the 38 states spoken with, 12 (32%) identified as Replacement Designees and
the other 26 (68%) were part of their state’s government. In most cases, the conversation was with the State Refugee Coordinator, but in some
states, the conversation was with whoever manages those funds. In a few states, this involved someone from the State Department of
Education. Each phone call lasted approximately 45 minutes and a set of standard questions was utilized to guide the discussion.

1

https://www.acf.hhs.gov/orr/resource/fiscal-year-2020-refugee-school-impact-support-services-set-aside
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Figure 1
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SECTION 1
OVERVIEW OF TYPES OF AGENCIES & PROGRAM MODELS
At the local level, RSI-funded programs are in refugee agencies, school districts, community based organizations, and occasionally even other
types of organizations. Before this survey, there was no information available on how many local organizations are funded with RSI dollars, not
to mention how many of each type of organization. Furthermore, the funds “trickle down” from the state to the local level in at least six ways,
but this was also not documented anywhere. Ultimately, knowing this information and the strengths and weaknesses of each approach are
crucial so that RSI providers at the state and local levels can connect, learn from each other, and adapt their programs accordingly.

Types of Agencies Funded
States were asked who they disseminate RSI funds to and information was gathered about any additional subcontracting. Of the 38 states
interviewed, 37 responded to this question. Figures 2 and 3 display the number and type of agencies with RSI funds “on the ground” after all
subcontracting is complete. Overall, there are 164 entities at the local level with RSI funding. Of those, 78 (47%) are school districts, 57 (35%)
are refugee resettlement agencies, 23 (14%) are community based organizations, and six (4%) are “other.”

Figure 2
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Figure 3
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Models of Disseminating Funds
Of the 37 states that responded to the questions about how they disseminate funds, 14 (38%) fund all refugee agencies or CBOs, 12 (32%)
fund all school districts, and 11 (30%) fund a combination of all types of agencies. (See Figures 4 and 5.)
Figure 4
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Figure 5
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There are at least six models for how RSI funds make their way from ORR to the local providers working with the refugee children and
families.
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Figure 7

MODEL 2

State Dept. of
Education

AZ, CO, CT, GA, LA, MD, MI, MN, NJ, NM,
NC, OR, RI, TN, VA
funds all
refugee-serving agencies (resettlement or CBOs). Those agencies may
partner with their local school districts.

Refugee-Serving
Agencies

School Districts

Figure 8

MODEL 3

State Dept. of
Education

CA, ID, IA, ME, NE, OH, OK, SD, UT, VE
funds all school
districts. These school districts then partner with refugee agencies and
CBOs in various ways.

School Districts

Refugee-Serving
Agencies

Figure 9
State Refugee

MODEL 4

State Dept. of Education

IN, MO
School Districts

Education to manage and distribute and they fund all school districts.

Refugee-Serving
Agencies

Figure 10

MODEL 5

State Refugee

State Dept. of Education

PA
Department of Education to manage and distribute and they
fund a combination of school districts and refugee-serving
agencies (resettlement or CBOs).

School Districts

Refugee-Serving
Agencies

Figure 11

MODEL 6

State Refugee

Education Nonprofit

WA
funds a non-profit organization called
“Schools Out Washington” to administer their grant.
education experts is available to all of Washington’s RSI programs.
Furthermore, they have a web page for their RSI program, regular
meetings and trainings, and do an excellent job of facilitating
communication and collaboration among their programs.

School Districts

Refugee-Serving
Agencies

This
State
Ultim
carr

For
of t
leve
start
prac
also
dive

The
seve
obst
docu

The

The Refugee School Impact Program An Analysis of State and Local Practices

SECTION 1
Figure 12

FURTHER SUBCONTRACTING

State Dept. of Education

In some states, such as Arizona and California, there is further
subgranting or subcontracting. Refugee-serving agencies
further subcontract with school districts (AZ) or school
districts further subcontract with refugee-serving agencies
(CA). A school district or refugee-serving agency may serve as
a “pass through” or fiscal agent, while others simultaneously
run collaborative programs.

Refugee-Serving
Agencies

School Districts

State Refugee Coordinators were asked if they think RSI funds are best managed and/or utilized by school districts or refugee-serving agencies
(including CBOs). Of the 38 responses, seven (19%) said school districts, 13 (34%) said refugee agencies or CBOs, and 18 (47%) said
something to the effect of “there are pros and cons to both” or “a combination of the two.” (See Figure 13.)
Figure 13

RSI FUNDS ARE BEST
MANAGED BY
47%
Both

34%

Refugee Agencies
or CBOs

19%

School
Districts

stion brought
This question
about a brought
significant
about
amount
a significant
of discussion
amount
about
of discussion
the pros and
about
cons
theofpros
contracting
and conswith
of contracting
the various with
typesthe
of various
agencies.
types of agencies.
fugee Coordinators
State Refugee
shared
Coordinators
at least 27shared
factorsatthat
leastthey
27 factors
have collectively
that they have
considered
collectively
whenconsidered
making these
when
decisions.
making (See
theseFigure
decisions.
14.) (See Figure 14.)
ly, 16 ofUltimately,
those factors
16 of
favor
those
refugee
factors
agencies
favor refugee
and CBOs,
agencies
whereas
and 11
CBOs,
of the
whereas
factors11favor
of the
school
factors
districts.
favor Yet,
school
each
districts.
factor does
Yet, each
not factor does not
same weight.
carry the
Some
same
ofweight.
the same
Some
factors
of the
were
same
brought
factors
upwere
overbrought
and overupagain.
over and over again.

mple, theFor
number
example,
one the
“con”
number
for working
one “con”
withfor
school
working
districts
withisschool
their level
districts
of bureaucracy,
is their level which
of bureaucracy,
is hard to which
navigate
is hard
and takes
to navigate
up a lot
and takes up a lot
At leastof
eight
time.
State
At Refugee
least eight
Coordinators
State Refugee
mentioned
Coordinators
this. One
mentioned
coordinator
this. One
shared,
coordinator
“In our state,
shared,
by“In
the our
timestate,
we navigate
by the time
the three
we navigate the three
bureaucracy
levels we
of have
bureaucracy
to get through,
we havethe
to get
money
through,
doesn’t
theget
money
to thedoesn’t
districts
getuntil
to the
May,
districts
June, or
until
even
May,
July.
June,
So for
or even
practicality
July. Sosake,
for practicality
we’re
sake, we’re
o look at
starting
providers
to look
thatatare
providers
outside of
thatthe
areschool
outside
district
of thesoschool
the kids
district
can actually
so the kids
takecan
advantage
actuallyoftake
it.”advantage
Another coordinator
of it.” Another
said,coordinator
“I
said, “I
y had topractically
go over there
had totogo
theover
school
there
district
to thewith
school
a gun
district
to getwith
a signature!
a gun toSo
getmany
a signature!
people So
were
many
involved
peoplejust
were
to get
involved
a signature!”
just to get
This
a signature!” This
in with comments
also ties in made
with comments
about school
made
districts’
about inability
school districts’
to be flexible
inability
or to
support
be flexible
innovation,
or support
which
innovation,
is important
which
when
is important
working with
when working with
efugee populations.
diverse refugee populations.

ond highest
The“con”
secondforhighest
working
“con”
withfor
school
working
districts
withisschool
their difficulty
districts isintheir
establishing
difficultyrefugee
in establishing
students’refugee
eligibility
students’
for theeligibility
program.for
At the
leastprogram. At least
ordinators
seven
mentioned
coordinators
that schools
mentioned
are that
not allowed
schools to
areask
notimmigration
allowed to ask
status
immigration
and, in some
status
cases,
and,this
in some
became
cases,
an insurmountable
this became an insurmountable
that forced
obstacle
themthat
to change
forced their
themmodel
to change
and their
who they
model
fund.
and One
who coordinator
they fund. One
said,coordinator
“There’s nosaid,
real “There’s
way to pass
no real
on eligibility
way to pass on eligibility
nts fromdocuments
the districtsfrom
to usthe
because
districts
they
to can't
us because
ask immigration
they can't ask
status.”
immigration status.”

d highestThe
“con”
thirdforhighest
working
“con”
withfor
school
working
districts
withhas
school
to do
districts
with the
hassmall
to doamount
with the
ofsmall
fundsamount
and their
of relative
funds and
impact.
their This
relative
wasimpact. This was

The Refugee School Impact Program An Analysis of State and Local Practices

SECTION 1

but f
mentioned by atmentioned
least four coordinators.
by at least four
One
coordinators.
coordinatorOne
saidcoordinator
RSI funds are
saida “drop
RSI funds
in the
arebucket”
a “droptoindistricts
the bucket”
and another
to districts
called
andRSI
another
fundscalled RSI
“chump change.”“chump
This often
change.”
translates
This to
often
RSItranslates
not beingtoseen
RSIasnot
important,
being seen
which
as important,
can lead towhich
a slow
can
orlead
minimal
to a slow
response
or minimal
from districts
response
when
from districts
Ultim
it comes to reporting
it comes
andto
overall
reporting
communication.
and overall communication.
One coordinatorOne
exclaimed,
coordinator
“$100,000
exclaimed,
goes nowhere
“$100,000ingoes
our large
nowhere
school
in our
districts!
large When
school districts! Wh
uniq
we funded districts,
we funded
we never
districts,
saw thewe
impact.”
never saw the impact.”
invo
scho
At the same time,
Atwhen
the same
the “pros”
time, when
of funding
the “pros”
school
of districts
fundingwere
school
discussed,
districts some
were discussed,
coordinators
some
stated
coordinators
that it is too
stated
small
that
of itanis amount
too smallofof an amou
money to stand on
money
its own,
to stand
evenon
foritsa refugee
own, even
agency.
for a Therefore,
refugee agency.
the funds
Therefore,
were best
the funds
kept inwere
school
bestdistricts,
kept in where
schoolthey
districts,
couldwhere
be “braided”
they could be “brai
For
with other federal
with
funding
other streams,
federal funding
such as streams,
Title I, Title
suchIII,
as Title
and/or
I, Title
migrant
III, funds.
and/orThis
migrant
would
funds.
allowThis
for would
the RSIallow
fundsfortothe
be RSI
leveraged
funds and
to betoleveraged
CBO
fill in any gaps not
fill covered
in any gaps
by the
notother
covered
federal
by the
programs.
other federal
One coordinator
programs. One
questioned
coordinator
aloudquestioned
“How could
aloud
amounts
“Howof
could
money
amounts
this small
of money
have this sma
a sustainable impact
a sustainable
if you couldn't
impactwork
if youit couldn't
into Titlework
I or it
Title
intoIII
Title
strategy?”
I or Title III strategy?”

This idea aroundThis
sustainability
idea around
wassustainability
mentioned in
was
reference
mentioned
to the
in reference
ultimate intent
to theofultimate
the program,
intent of
which
the program,
some identified
which as
some
“building
identified
the as “building th
capacity within districts.”
capacity within
Some districts.”
coordinators
Some
designed
coordinators
their programming
designed theirwith
programming
the idea thatwith
someday
the idea
RSI
that
funding
someday
might
RSInot
funding
be available.
might not be availab
They regularly think
Theythrough
regularlywhat
think
they
through
can most
whatuse
they
thecan
funds
most
onuse
now
thetofunds
build on
capacity
now toand
build
sustainability
capacity and
forsustainability
the future. for the future.

F
relationship like grantee/grantor. When you fund school districts, you have more influence on the whole structure
and changing the culture. We help districts out in their first couple years [by paying for liaison positions], model for
them how it’s done, and then they add [the liaisons] to their budget proposal. Now we have two districts that fund
these refugee positions! This took a long time, but we're making structural changes.”

A couple other “pros”
A couple
forother
school
“pros”
districts
forwere
school
mentioned
districts were
morementioned
than once.more
A fewthan
coordinators
once. A few
talked
coordinators
about howtalked
schools
about
are how
the experts
schoolson
are the exper
educating children
educating
and youth.
children
One and
said youth.
“They One
are the
saidexperts”
“They are
andthe
thatexperts”
it had never
and that
occurred
it hadto
never
her to
occurred
give RSI
tofunds
her totogive
oneRSI
of funds
the refugee
to one of the ref
agencies. The other
agencies.
sentiment
The other
sharedsentiment
is that school
shared
is aisconsistent
that schoolpart
is aof
consistent
refugee children’s
part of refugee
lives. Educators
children’s lives.
are already
Educators
working
are already
with theworking with th
children anyway children
and can anyway
integrateand
thecan
services
integrate
intothe
their
services
normalinto
day.their normal day.

As for the “pros”
Asinfor
funding
the “pros”
refugee
in funding
agenciesrefugee
or CBOs
agencies
(that were
or CBOs
not already
(that were
referred
not already
to in thereferred
“cons” to
section
in thefor
“cons”
school
section
districts
forabove,
school districts abov
such as eligibilitysuch
documentation
as eligibility and
documentation
the impact of
anda small
the impact
amount
of of
a small
funds),
amount
the main
of funds),
one mentioned
the main was
one cultural
mentioned
and was
linguistic
cultural and linguistic
responsiveness. Refugee
responsiveness.
agenciesRefugee
and CBOs
agencies
typically
andhave
CBOs
refugee
typically
staff
have
who
refugee
share staff
the cultures
who share
and the
languages
culturesofand
thelanguages
clients they
of work
the clients
with. they work w
One coordinatorOne
saidcoordinator
“Refugee agencies
said “Refugee
deal with
agencies
refugees
deal
allwith
day every
refugees
day.allThey’re
day every
aware
day.ofThey’re
culturalaware
norms….refugee
of cultural norms….refugee
agencies are bestagencies are be
specialized.”
specialized.”

Another main “pro”
Another
raised
main
by State
“pro”Refugee
raised by
Coordinators
State Refugee
is that
Coordinators
refugee agencies
is that refugee
and CBOs
agencies
are typically
and CBOs
experts
are typically
in familyexperts
engagement.
in family engagemen
They tend to serve
They
whole
tendfamilies
to serveand
whole
know
families
how toand
build
know
trusting
how to
relationships.
build trusting
They
relationships.
also have an
They
ability
alsoorhave
willingness
an abilitytoor
work
willingness
alongside
to work alongs
families and not families
be “the and
experts.”
not beOne
“thecoordinator
experts.” One
talked
coordinator
about hertalked
relatedabout
experience
her related
whenexperience
she used towhen
workshe
at an
used
RSI
tofunded
work atCBO.
an RSI
She
funded CBO.
said “School districts
said “School
and teachers
districts
are and
usedteachers
to beingare
theused
experts.
to being
Thinking
the experts.
about things
Thinking
in aabout
different
things
wayinisa sometimes
different way
a hard
is sometimes
pill to swallow
a hard pill to sw
for educators. Sometimes
for educators.
they Sometimes
want to be in
they
control
want and
to bemay
in control
put up and
walls.may
That’s
put aupreally
walls.
bigThat’s
challenge
a really
forbig
external
challenge
agencies
for external
to overcome,
agencies
andto overcom
with ECBOs thatwith
have
ECBOs
such small
that have
capacity,
suchthere's
small only
capacity,
so much
there's
they
only
cansotake
much
if they hit
canatake
wallifover
theyand
hitover
a wallagain.
over School
and over
districts
again. are
School
not districts are
often willing to partner
often willing
in a more
to partner
equitable
in away.”
more equitable way.”

Continuing withContinuing
the “pros” for
withfunding
the “pros”
refugee
for funding
agenciesrefugee
and CBOs,
agencies
they and
tendCBOs,
to havethey
a significant
tend to have
amount
a significant
of individualized
amount ofcontact
individualized
with contact w
refugee children refugee
and families
children
andand
therefore,
familiesa and
solidtherefore,
understanding
a solidofunderstanding
their needs. They
of their
haveneeds.
the history
They have
of working
the history
withof
refugee
working
communities
with refugee comm
and some wouldand
argue,
some
more
would
of an
argue,
investment
more ofinan
their
investment
well-being.
in their
One well-being.
coordinatorOne
saidcoordinator
“Refugee agencies
said “Refugee
are invested
agencies
in those
are invested
kids in ainway
those kids in
that the school would
that the
never
school
be.”would never be.”

As for the “cons”
Asinfor
working
the “cons”
with in
refugee
working
agencies
with refugee
or CBOs,
agencies
the main
or CBOs,
one shared
the main
was organizational
one shared wascapacity,
organizational
and thiscapacity,
was usually
and this was usually
mentioned in regards
mentioned
to CBOs.
in regards
Most grassroots
to CBOs. Most
refugee
grassroots
organizations
refugee
doorganizations
not have much
doinfrastructure,
not have muchsuch
infrastructure,
as departments
such for
as departments
accounting for accou
or human resources.
or human
The RSI
resources.
fundingThe
mayRSI
be the
funding
first government
may be the first
funding
government
they have
funding
ever received,
they have
soever
therereceived,
is a lot of
so time
thereinvolved
is a lot ofin time involved in
supporting themsupporting
with set-up.them
Onewith
coordinator
set-up. One
shared
coordinator
“ECBOsshared
have a “ECBOs
lot of soul,
have
buta not
lot of
always
soul,a but
mind.
notTheir
always
work
a mind.
comes
Their
from
work
emotions,
comes from emo

The Refugee School Impact Program An Analysis of State and Local Practices

SECTION 1
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Figure 14

FACTORS CONSIDERED BY STATE REFUGEE COORDINATORS WHEN
CHOOSING WHICH TYPE OF AGENCY TO FUND
Which one is better when considering:

Refugee
Agency/CBO

Accessing student data (grades, attendance, etc.) to help evaluate program

X

Amount of funding and its ability to make an impact

X

Culturally & linguistically responsive services

X

Curriculum alignment
Determining eligibility

X
X

Designing programming that’s responsive to students’ daily academic life

X

Ease of accessing the additional programs &
Ease of working with ORR’s requirements & style of reporting

X
X

Education expertise
Family engagement expertise

School
District

X
X

Flexibility & innovation

X

Focus on individualized contact with refugee children & families

X

Have the trust of SRCs

X

Have the trust of refugee families

X

History of & investment in working with refugees

X

Indirect cost rate

X

Level of bureaucracy

X

Level of expertise focusing on the whole child & wraparound supports

X

Location of the children & ability to integrate services into daily lives

X

Need to advocate & build capacity from within

X

Number of refugee students & families reached

X

Organizational infrastructure & capacity for managing federal funds

X

Other federal funding sources (Title I, Title III, migrant, etc.)
and the ability to leverage RSI funds accordingly

X

Other federal funding sources (Title I, Title III, migrant, etc.) and
the danger of duplication of services and/or supplanting

X

Priority of RSI funds to the organization

X

Sustainability of RSI services if RSI money goes away
Willingness to not always be seen as the “experts” and to
partner with refugee communities in an equitable way

g

,
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SECTION 2
PROGRAMMATIC PRIORITIES & ACTIVITIES
Not every RSI program carries out the same activities at the state or local levels. Every program adheres to ORR’s guidance on allowable
activities, but Policy Letter 19-01 acts more like a broad menu that programs can choose from2. Before this survey, there was no information
available on the RSI programmatic priorities set by states nor a breakdown of the various types of activities being carried out at the local level.
This information is important so that states and local organizations can model their programs on the promising practices of others, learn from
each other’s mistakes, and avoid wasting ORR dollars on “reinventing the wheel.”

Programmatic Priorities
State Refugee Coordinators were asked “Does your office set programmatic priorities for your subgrantees or do you let your subgrantees make
their own decisions within the federal guidance?” This was almost evenly split. Twenty of the 38 states (53%) let their subgrantees make their
own programmatic decisions, while 18 of the 38 states (47%) set programmatic priorities for their programs at the state level.
For the states that allow programmatic priorities to be made at the local level, they all share the allowable activities per ORR’s guidance, but
prefer that setting priorities within that guidance be done at the local level for a few reasons. One State Refugee Coordinator exclaimed “They
know better than I what is needed!” Another State Refugee Coordinator said that flexibility is crucial because what works at one site may not
work at another. A third State Refugee Coordinator shared that they like to allow the school districts flexibility “so they can use the funds to fill
in the gaps.” Please see Figure 15 for examples of programmatic priorities set by states.
Figure 15

EXAMPLES OF PROGRAMMATIC PRIORITIES SET BY STATES
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California

Iowa

Maine

New Jersey

Oregon

Tennessee

Utah

1. Community partnerships
2. Family engagement
3. Employment pathways
4. Civic engagement
(newcomer leadership
councils, etc.)
5. Consumer education
(financial literacy,
nutrition, etc.)
6. Academic Enrichment

1. Family engagement
2. Adult ESL (primarily
to gain enough English
to support their
participation in their
children’s education)

1. Student academic
development
2. Training for teachers
3. Parent involvement

1 Refugee
resettlement, 3 CBOs

1. Case management
for school related
issues
2. School orientations
for students and
parents
3. Teacher training on
working with refugee
students and families

Colorado

1. Out-of-school time
programming
(summer school)
2. Refugee advocates/
cultural liaisons to
support students
and families
3. Training for teachers

1. Orientation
2. Monthly contact with
each child
3. Summer school
4. Backpacks, school
supplies, and
necessary technology
5. Outreach to families
6. Special support to
LGBT refugee students
7. Assisting refugee
students with
accessing school
sports programs

1. After-school tutoring
2. Parent involvement
3. Interpretation services

Kentucky

1. Foundational skills
(this includes
enrollment,
orientation, service
plans, family
engagement, and
advocacy)
2. Academic skills
3. Social, civic, and life
skills (tutoring,
recreation/arts, etc.)

1. School liaison
2. Peer-support
after-school activities
3. Family integration
New York
activities
2 School districts, 1
4. Tutoring that
refugee resettlement
includes a volunteer
South Dakota
1. Refugee Academy
component.
2 School districts
(summer orientation for
5. ESL support
students and families) 1. School home liaisons
2. Interpretation
2. Academic coaches
and translation
3. Group events
3. School supplies

12 School districts

3 Refugee resettlement
1. After-school tutoring
2. Summer camp

1 School district

6 School districts, 2
refugee resettlement

4 School districts

Michigan

3 Refugee resettlement

3 Refugee resettlement
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Texas

2 School districts, 4
refugee resettlement
1. Academic support
development
2. Parent education
3. Teacher training on
working with refugee
students and families
4. Mental health

2 School districts
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Primary Activities
State Refugee Coordinators were asked a question about the primary activities of the RSI programs of their state. (The answer to this question
was obvious for those states with specific programmatic priorities, but required more discussion for those without specific priorities.) Of the 38
states interviewed, 37 responded to this question. All 37 states identified more than one primary activity. (See Figure 16)
Figure 16

PRIMARY ACTIVITIES OF RSI PROGRAMS
Number of states that fund each activity:
40
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30
25
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15
10
5

36

32

31

24

16

13

Family
Engagement

Teacher
Training

30

English/Academic Out-of-School
Interpretation/
Support
Time Programming Translation

Mentoring/
Peer Support

Mental
Health
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SECTION 3
COLLABORATION WITH STATE DEPARTMENTS OF EDUCATION &
LEVERAGING OTHER FEDERAL EDUCATION FUNDS
A little historical context may be useful here as we analyze the role of State Departments of Education in RSI today. The first RSI funding
announcement was released in Fiscal Year 1999. It was a $14 million discretionary grant to 36 states and the applicants were State Departments
of Education. Another funding announcement for discretionary funds was released in the Spring of 2002 that also went to State Departments
of Education to fund the same types of activities in Fiscal Years 2003-2005. In the third funding cycle (Fiscal Years 2006-2010), instead of
awarding grants to State Departments of Education, ORR awarded the grants to State Refugee Offices. Initially, each grantee was required to
enter into a collaborative relationship with their State Department of Education and to include with their application a Memorandum of
Understanding (MOU) or other documentation of the collaborative relationship.
As of today, MOUs are no longer required and these relationships have disintegrated over the years in most states, as will be seen below. This is
unfortunate and a crucial area for federal “players” to intervene. Without strong collaboration, states are in danger of duplicating efforts and
even potentially funding the same activities. Furthermore, State Refugee Coordinators will continue to lack access to key policy makers and
program managers whose decisions impact refugee students and families every day. Finally, a poor collaborative relationship at the state level
almost always results in poor partnerships between refugee-serving agencies and school districts at the local level.

Collaboration with State Departments of Education
States were asked about any type of partnership that they have with their State Department of Education. Of the 38 states spoken with, 37
answered this question. (See Figure 17.) Of those 37 states, 16 (43%) have no contact with their State Department of Education’s K-12 unit.
(Four of those 16 had some contact with the Adult Education unit, but not K-12.)
Another 16 states (43%) have an informal relationship with their State Department of Education. Many of these informal relationships are
overall positive, but have not been formalized for one reason or another. One state, for example, shared “It’s too bureaucratic to push through
an MOU, so we formalize things in email communication.” Another state commented on the “roadblocks from having two state agencies
involved” and how it is “twice the bureaucracy.”
Finally, the remaining five states (14%) identified having a strong relationship with their State Department of Education and in fact, four of
those states have an MOU or Memorandum of Agreement (MOA) in place. Of those four states, three (Pennsylvania, Indiana, and Missouri)
actually have their State Department of Education manage the entire program and funds. Only one additional state (Georgia) has an MOU in
place with their State Department of Education even though they do not fund any school districts (they fund all refugee resettlement and
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Figure 17
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DEPT. OF EDUCATION
43%
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43%

Informal
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14%
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and/or MOU

community-based organizations). The State Refugee Coordinator shared “We have a liaison at the state board of education and can call
anytime. This relationship is helpful so we can try to make sure all of their educational requirements and standards are met. They also help us
problem-solve when there are issues about placing kids in the proper grades and that type of thing.”
Regardless of whether the relationship was classified as formal or informal, a few states discussed how important their relationships are with
their state’s Title III coordinator.

Vermont’s State Refugee Coordinator said, “It's really important for every RSI manager to have a relationship with
to keep in touch. This gives me a lot of invaluable info that I won't otherwise have. For example, mine shares with
me announcements and the emails he sends out to ESL coordinators around the state, like about the Title III grant.
That's really helpful to me because refugees are a sub-population of English Learners! We tell each other what
we’re funding so we don't duplicate. We have so little money we might as well work together!”
A couple of states spoke about how they collaborate with their State Department of Education on professional development for educators on
working with refugee students and families. For example, New Jersey’s State Refugee Office has been working with their State Department of
Education’s Bureau of Bilingual and ESL Education to put on a “Newcomer Summit” each spring. In Kentucky, their RSI coordinator worked
with contacts at the Kentucky Department of Education to launch the Kentucky Coalition for English Learners and underwrote its first
conference for educators in 2019.
A couple of states commented on how they know who their Title III coordinator is, but they don’t have any strategy or structure for
developing and maintaining that relationship. A number of states talked about how they invite representatives from their State Department of
Education to their quarterly consultations. Those persons may or may not attend, but it is one mechanism for reaching out and attempting to
engage. Many other states were not aware of what Title III is or that each state has a Title III coordinator, which will also be discussed in the
following section.
Some of the states without a relationship with their State Department of Education have tried extremely hard to make this happen.

One State Refugee Coordinator said, “It took three years of phone calls to the State Department of Education to
find someone who would partner with us. After we finally found someone, they came to two advisory meetings,
and now we haven't seen or heard from them in a long time.”
A couple of states commented that partnering with the State Department of Education is not something they ever considered. One stated
“We’ve never really pursued it and don't really see the value in connecting with them.” A few states described how their local school districts
hold all the power and that those relationships were the ones that needed to be nurtured, not those with state education partners.
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In this part of the conversation, a number of states raised how “things used to be” when the funds were managed by state Departments of
Education years ago as outlined above. Some of the “veteran” State Refugee Coordinators noted that they used to have contacts in their State
Department of Education at that time, but when the funding mechanism changed, that relationship changed or stopped. Others talked about
changes in the collaborative relationship when RSI stopped being a discretionary grant and became a part of RSS set-aside. One state talked
about how being a Replacement Designee has impacted this relationship in that it is harder to get cooperation and collaboration from state
government agencies when you are not part of state government.

Other Federal Education Funds
Title III of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (currently known as the Every Student Succeeds Act, or “ESSA”) is the federal
funding source for English Learners in schools. The majority of these supplemental funds are utilized to support language instruction of
English Learners; however, some of the funds must be spent on English Learner family and community engagement. This family engagement
component used to be optional, but since ESSA came about in 2015, it is required.
In addition, Title III includes an immigrant subgrant. Title III defines “immigrant children and youth” as individuals who 1) are aged 3-21; 2)
were not born in any State; and 3) have not been attending one or more schools in any one or more States for more than three full academic
years.6 No more than 15% of a state’s Title III grant may be reserved for this purpose. School districts are eligible to apply to their State
Department of Education for a Title III immigrant subgrant when the district experiences a significant increase in immigrant student
enrollment in the current year compared with the average of the two preceding fiscal years. Eligibility is established on a yearly basis.
These immigrant funds are used to pay for activities that provide enhanced opportunities for immigrant children and youth such as:
Family literacy, parent and family outreach, and training activities designed to assist parents and families to become active participants in the education
of their children
Recruitment of, and support for, personnel, including teachers and paraprofessionals who have been specifically trained, or are being trained, to provide
services to immigrant children and youth
Provision of tutorials, mentoring, and academic or career counseling for immigrant children and youth
Identification, development, and acquisition of curricular materials, educational software, and technologies to be used in the program carried out with
awarded funds
Basic instructional services that are directly attributable to the presence of immigrant children and youth in the local educational agency involved,
including the payment of costs of providing additional classroom supplies, costs of transportation, or such other costs as are directly attributable to such
additional basic instructional services
Other instructional services that are designed to assist immigrant children and youth to achieve in elementary schools and secondary schools in the
United States, such as programs of introduction to the educational system and civics education
Activities, coordinated with community-based organizations, institutions of higher education, private sector entities, or other entities with expertise in
ices
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Of the three states that manage their RSI funds within their State Department of Education, two (IN and MO) manage their RSI funds in the
same department that manages Title III, which is the department for English Learners. (The third state, Pennsylvania, manages RSI out of their
migrant education department.) Indiana shared “We're so used to living in the Title III world - that's something that I look for. How is this
funding specific to refugee students? How is it going above and beyond? I make sure it's supplemental.”
Collaboration is obviously fairly easy for those states (since RSI and Title III are in the same department), but some State Refugee Offices have
solid partnerships as well. As mentioned in a previous section, Vermont has a very strong working relationship with their state’s Title III
coordinator. The State Refugee Coordinator said “We tell each other what we’re funding so we don't duplicate. We look to make sure we don't
fund the same person for the same thing.” (For those that use their RSI funds for school districts, the person who typically manages those
funds is the English Learner coordinator, who is also managing Title III.)
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Other coordinators also commented on the importance of not duplicating efforts. One said “A lot of these things overlap. We have to avoid
duplication. We want to use federal dollars to the max, before using RSI." Another said “I harp on this a lot with the providers. We need to be
cognizant of not building another parallel system. But at the same time, a lot of our English Learner systems are geared towards the much
larger Spanish-speaking population. Our refugee population is small in comparison to everyone else. We have a difficult time in figuring how to
supplement Title funds in a way that makes sense for refugee kids.”
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Of the coordinators who were less aware of federal education funding streams, one very honestly said “This is why we contract more with
CBOs. We don't really know what they [the school districts] are supposed to be doing with their money.” Another coordinator prepared for the
interview by asking for the questions beforehand. This resulted in him reading up on Title I and Title III. He was amazed to learn how much
his state gets for Title I and Title III. He was also surprised to learn that each state has Title I and Title III coordinators. He said "Until I had
this conversation with you, I didn't know it was a gap that existed.”
9
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SECTION 4
HOW STATES MANAGE THEIR REFUGEE SCHOOL IMPACT
PROGRAM
One of the primary reasons this report was requested by Kentucky and Ohio’s State Refugee Coordinators is because they wanted to learn
more about how other states are managing their RSI programs. Therefore, State Refugee Coordinators were asked questions about how their
local agencies and districts apply for the funds, what data is collected and how it is utilized, if outcomes are reported and how, and what types
of technical assistance are available for local programs. Before this survey, this information was not documented anywhere, at least not
collectively in a way that any coordinator could easily access it. As previously mentioned, this type of collective wisdom and expertise is crucial
so that states can learn from each other, avoid wasting ORR dollars on “reinventing the wheel,” and adapt how they are managing their RSI
programs accordingly.

Applying for RSI funds
Each state was asked about their application process for RSI funds. Of the 38 states interviewed, 37 answered this question. While 14 states
(38%) shared that they conduct a formal RFP process, the majority (23 states, 62%) do not. (See Figure 19.)
Figure 19
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One
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One state pointed
One
outstate
the importance
pointed out of
theconsidering
importancethe
of educational
considering background
the educational
of the
background
students being
of theserved.
students
Forbeing
example,
served.
a child
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country with
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For some of theFor
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programs
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theirmanaged
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of Departments
Education, they
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to a have
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data.
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RSIexample,
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for the
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Data-Sharing
Data-Sharing
Issues
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III,
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Many State Refugee
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State Refugee
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refugee
the difficulty
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have with
agencies
accessing
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with accessing
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at both thedata, at b
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state and local levels.
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State
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One State Refugee Coordinator shared, “To be honest, getting data from the districts is like a black hole. It’s silly

Som
assis
data sharing arrangements in place.”
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data-sharing
For example,
issue.
at one
For example,
point Minnesota
at one point
was funding
Minnesota
Community
was funding
Based
Communit
they
Organizations (CBOs)
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arou
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This State Refugee Coordinator said “They [the school districts] don’t see kids separated out, like newly arrived
refugees versus other English Learners. They don’t want to separate out those kids for activities and reporting.
Getting them to complete a form that ORR wants is a big challenge.”
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theirexample,
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manage their RSImanage
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One coordinator said “It would be really helpful if I had an RSI manager. We used to bring all of our school liaisons
together every year. They’re very isolated. My state’s Title III coordinator and I used to plan a whole day of
professional development together. But now I can’t do this anymore. I have too much reporting and paperwork to do.”
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of defense
the school
districts
a lot
of internal
Technical
assistance
is
based
demand,
but there
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get a lot
there.”
of educators the

Some states talked
Some
about
states
providing
talked about
or facilitating
providing
training
or facilitating
for theirtraining
RSI program
for their
staff.
RSIFor
program
example,
staff.
Pennsylvania
For example,
offers
Pennsylvania
bimonthlyoffers
training
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Technical Assistance for the Network
Though not specifically asked about a need for technical assistance for the states (the whole network), a number of coordinators brought this
up on their own. A number of coordinators expressed little to no knowledge of how other states use their RSI funding and expressed
considerable curiosity around what others are doing. One coordinator said, “I’m not connected to anyone else in my RSI coordinator position
in other states. I just listen in on SCORR calls.” Another coordinator said “When I first got this grant and didn’t know what to do with it, I
luckily was able to talk to someone in New York who helped me.” One new coordinator’s supervisor is encouraging her to “find out what
everyone else is doing” but she is not aware of a mechanism for doing so. Some of the State Refugee Coordinators and/or RSI coordinators
who have been in their positions for some time commented on the technical assistance provided to the RSI network by BRYCS from
2008-2012 and how useful it was. One coordinator said “we still actively look at what BRYCS is doing” and another said “we still use BRYCS’
website.” At least a few coordinators said there is definitely still a need to collaborate with other states around RSI. Some talked about utilizing
Switchboard’s resources, but at least one state expressed that the resources are not specific enough to their RSI needs.

CONCLUSION

do
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stant

Before this survey and report, there was no information available on how RSI funds are being used at the local level throughout the U.S. nor
much information on how RSI programs are being managed at the state level. This information is crucial so that states and local organizations
can model their programs on the promising practices of others, learn from each other’s mistakes, and ultimately, avoid wasting ORR dollars on
“reinventing the wheel.”

Recommendations

pass
he
s
kly.”

Recommendations for State Refugee Coordinators
Connect with your State Department of Education and in particular, the Title III Coordinator if you have not already.
Learn about federal education funding sources, such as Title III, Title I, and migrant funds to help determine how to best leverage RSI funds.
Include questions on your Request for Proposal (RFP) or application about the needs of local refugee students and families and how RSI funds will be
specifically targeted towards refugees (versus all English Learners).
Consider funding partnerships (between school districts and refugee-serving agencies) or implement some other mechanism that requires collaboration
among the two.

cuss
ing
rly
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Seek input from refugee youth, families, and community leaders when designing and implementing RSI programming.
Identify program goals and activities and evaluate your program as much as possible to measure its impact.
Ultimately, ask and advocate for more technical assistance related to RSI if needed.

Recommendations for ORR and/or Switchboard
Increase and prioritize technical assistance for those with RSI funding. Help states avoid reinventing the wheel and attempting to solve problems that
are shared among states. Consider implementing the type of RSI technical assistance initiative facilitated by BRYCS from 2008-2012.10 This could
include:
Helping State Refugee Coordinators get connected to their state’s Title III coordinator

ers

Regular virtual meetings to facilitate peer-to-peer exchanges across states
Documenting best practices and collecting resources created by programs
more). Relationships between refugee resettlement and education established at the federal level will support and facilitate relationships between
refugee resettlement and education at the state and local levels.

a as

m

10

Disclaimer: This consultant (Laura Gardner) managed this BRYCS technical assistance initiative from 2008-2012. She is also currently a consultant for Switchboard.
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