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Background 


Today, 1077 children are educated in our Residential Treatment Facilities.  A Residential Treatment Facility is a facility contracted through the Department of Human Resources or the Department of Juvenile Justice to care for children in out-of-home care.  Virtually all of these children are severely emotionally disturbed and can not be educated in a regular school environment. RTF schools have a tough task placed before them and they are not given the resources that they need.  Unlike traditional schools, county school boards are not required to pay for the education of students in RTFs.
“Holding harmless” local school districts for the education of these children means that RTF schools are dependent on money from the state. This funding is provided in two ways: through the Quality Basic Education funding formula and 618 grants.  The Quality Basic Education (QBE) formula weights the types of students a school serves to ensure that schools receive proper funding.  However, these weights were not designed for the special needs of students in RTFs and do not cover the total operational costs, so 618 grants were designed to cover the difference.  Twenty-five (25) RTFs in 22 school districts receive the 618 grant funds.  Grants range from $5,322 to $717,684 based on outstanding direct and indirect costs as submitted in the facility’s application for funding.

Problem                                                                                                    


Presently, RTFs do not have their own QBE coefficient.  They must file under separate coefficients based on their (biannual) student population.  So, they could have six (6) students in one category, four (4) in a second, and ten (10) in a third category.  These coefficients are critical in assuring that the amount of funding a school receives reflects the amount needed per child.  Not having a specialized QBE coefficient guarantees a shortage of state money forcing these schools to rely on private donations and outside grants because they have no support from local counties.

Each year, the General Assembly must appropriate funds in the budget for 618 grants.  In tight economic times, these children, without a large supporting constituency advocating for their education, must request what is often perceived as “left over” in the budgeting process.  Unlike children who live in the counties, children in RTFs can not expect that adequate resources will be available for their education through both the QBE formula and the county supplement funded by property and sales taxes.  618 grants must be advocated for and reallocated each year before the General Assembly in a separate line item that is poorly understood by most legislators.  Shortfalls are not made up by the counties—they are made up mostly by not-for-profit organizations that must raise funds to make up any difference between what it cost them to educate a child and the grant funding.  

            Another problem is how the QBE funding is calculated.  Funding is determined by a student count that is done only twice a year.  It is done once in the fall and once in the spring.  This count does not recognize the transient nature of the youth.  Most children who come into an RTF are there for only a short period of time.  Most children stay in care anywhere from 3 to 12 months.  The average is 6 months.  A forty-bed facility may have 20 children for the first count and 40 the next.  This methodology puts agencies at risk of major funding gaps or even possibly over funding depending on the “luck” of the count.  One year’s total budget is determined by a count that is done twice per year.  When considering the transient nature of these programs, a twice-per-year count does not reflect an accurate number of students.
Proposed Solutions

There are several facets to a proposed solution to be formulated in conjunction with the Department of Education.  The first, and most challenging task, is to create a new QBE coefficient that captures the true cost of educating children in an RTF.  In developing the new coefficient both state funding sources, mandated QBE and 618 grants will be considered to create an accurate coefficient.  In essence, the state would collapse the 618 grants into the new coefficient.  This would be a major victory for at-risk children because QBE funding is guaranteed to every educational provider, whereas 618 funding is susceptible to being cut in a tight budget. 

There is also going to be a move toward more accurate counting procedures to account for the transient nature of students in RTFs.  The move is toward a monthly counting and payment process that will assure RTFs receive accurate funding throughout the year.  It will also extend into the summer months since many programs have school year round.

As we move forward, all parties understand the need for a renewed partnership between the local districts and the RTF schools.  This relationship will be founded on mutual accountability with a strong emphasis on fidelity measures for both the providers and the districts.  The new outcome measures will take into account the increasingly transitory nature of the youth.  Furthermore, the new measures will provide a mechanism to hold the Local Education Authority accountable to current Georgia Code.  The new measure will also ensure that providers uphold best practice in the education for Georgia’s children.  

The updated outcome measures will be designed by a leadership team comprised of the DOE, providers, and LEA representatives.  These new measures will be grounded in evidence-based practice models to ensure that the standards set are realistic and achievable.  These new accountability measures will demonstrate the RTFs’, LEAs’, and state of Georgia’s dedication to treating the whole child while they are in care. 
