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CONCLUSION: In FYs 2019 and 2020, the Mississippi Department of Education (MDE) disbursed only 71% ($5.5
million) of education scholarship funds available, while 29% ($2.2 million) lapsed and was returned to the State
Treasury. The ESA program’s net added expense to the state for FY 2019 and FY 2020 was approximately $1 million
and $2.1 million respectively. MDE has addressed some of the issues identified in PEER’s 2018 ESA report (e.g.,
implementation of formal policies and procedures for the ESA program); however, some issues have not been
rectified (e.g., issues regarding reimbursements). In addition, MDE did not require parents to submit documentation
after three years of program enrollment showing that their child continues to have a disability. As a result, MDE
allowed 117 students to continue participating in the program in FYs 2019 and 2020 who were not eligible according
to state law. PEER’s survey indicated high levels of satisfaction with the program by both parents and students.

Was funding for the ESA program sufficient?

As the result of unused and partially used education scholarship account
(ESA) funds in fiscal years 2019 and 2020, the Mississippi Department
of Education (MDE) disbursed only 71% of ESA funds available, while 29%
lapsed and was returned to the State Treasury, as were the MDE's unused
administrative funds that lapsed, in the amount of $92,342. The excess
of funds indicates sufficient funding for the ESA program for those years.

Fiscal ESA % Amount %

Year Disbursements | Disbursed Returned Returned
2019 $2,183,076 77% $636,924 23%
2020 $3,269,618 68% $1,550,382 32%
TOTAL $5,452,694 71% $2,187,306 29%

The Legislature appropriated an additional $2 million to the ESA
program for FY 2020, increasing the program’s budget from $3 million
to $5 million. With the additional funding, MDE awarded ESAs to eligible
students on all of its waitlists since the program’s inception. After all
awards were made in FY 2020, MDE reported that five ESAs were still
available. Thus, the number of available ESAs exceeded the number of
eligible students who applied for the program.

How did participants utilize ESA funds?

In FYs 2019 and 2020, participants used an average of 93% of ESA funds
on tuition expenses and 7% on other expenses (e.g., tutoring).

What is the fiscal impact on the state and home
school districts as a result of the program?

For FYs 2019 and 2020, MDE disbursed approximately $2.2 million and
$3.3 million, respectively. As a result of ESA participants transferring out
of school districts in order to receive ESA funds, the state reduced the
amount of MAEP funds distributed to those districts in FYs 2019 and
2020 by approximately $1.2 million each year. The state’s net cost for
the ESA program for FYs 2019 and 2020 was $1,023,476 and
$2,110,201 respectively.




Has MDE improved its administration of the ESA program since the 2018 PEER review?

PEER’s 2018 report noted several areas needing improvement in MDE's administration of the ESA program. MDE has addressed
some of these areas (e.g., implementation of formal policies and procedures for the ESA program); however, some issues have
not been rectified (e.g., issues regarding reimbursements). In addition, in FYs 2019 and 2020, MDE did not require parents to
submit documentation after three years of program enrollment showing that their child continues to have a disability. As a
result, MDE allowed 117 students to continue participating in the program who were not eligible according to state law. In July
2020, MDE implemented a process for ensuring that reevaluations occur every three years after initial enrollment.

Recommendations:

e MDE should improve its administration of the ESA program by:

completing the development of its online portal for applications and reimbursements;

focusing on ways to improve its program administration, especially in the area of customer service;

using its excess administrative funds on program operations or to fund additional ESAs (based on historical data);

continuing to refine its formal policies and procedures for the administration of the ESA program. In particular,

MDE should develop procedures for appeals and for removing educational service providers and referring fraud

cases to law enforcement in accordance with MISS. CODE ANN. Section 37-181-11 (3) (1972);

o annually conducting or contracting for a post-audit of ESA disbursements to parents and educational service
providers, and administrative expenditures to operate the program;

o promptly resolving overpayment issues from FY 2017 through FY 2020; and,

O ensuring that it completes ESA student reevaluations in accordance with MISS. CODE ANN. Section 37-181-5 (8)
(1972) so that only eligible students are participating in the program.
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Measure of Satisfaction Percentof | Have parents and students been satisfied

Respondents | | i+h the program?
Overall parent satisfaction* 90%

) ) i Survey respondents indicated that they and their children were
Child satisfaction* 92% satisfied with the program and with the disability services
provided by nonpublic schools. They also believed that their

.S:tr:if:d'gpc“::::zi?al needs services 79% children had shown progress in achieving their academic goals
: il through participation in the ESA program.
Child showed progress according to
" prog 9 92% Parents and nonpublic schools reported areas needing
special needs goals : . 4 e
hild sh d = | improvement, including the quarterly timeline for
Child showed progress in genera 78% reimbursements and MDE’s administration of the program.

academic coursework

*Parents rated this measure with 4 or 5 stars on a 5-star scale.

How did Senate Bill 2594 change the ESA program and what are the expected impacts?

Senate Bill 2594, 2020 Regular Session, made changes to ESA student and nonpublic school eligibility and revised several aspects
of the program’s administration. Also, the bill tasked PEER with assessing ESA students’ performance and eligible schools’ ability
to meet the needs of ESA students. Because the changes have not been fully implemented, the impacts are not yet known. PEER’s
2022 review of the ESA program will include the realized impacts of Senate Bill 2594.

Recommendations:

¢ In light of the considerable legislative changes made to the ESA program during the 2020 Regular Session, the Legislature
should consider allowing MDE to develop experience implementing the changes before considering any additional CODE
provisions dealing with ESAs.

¢ Inorder for PEER to have access to adequate data to conduct its statutory review in future years, MDE should develop a process
by which schools or parents annually submit necessary information to MDE (e.g., copy of pre-assessment and post-assessment

performance).
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