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Quick!  You’ve Got $75,000 – How Do You Spend It??? 

 Whether you’re an elementary school principal selecting a new online math program, a middle 

school principal interested in improving school climate, or a high school principal seeking to boost college 

and career readiness, your mission is the same – invest in programs, strategies, and activities that produce 

the greatest returns for your students, preferably for the least cost. The returns on these investments are 

not financial in nature but instead dividends such as more proficient readers, increased CSS scores, or 

fewer out-of-school suspensions. While this may seem rather obvious, what may not seem clear is how to 

effectively select, implement, monitor, and evaluate such investments. How can educators navigate the 

sea of vendor hype, overly-complicated research articles, time pressures to improve, and many other 

obstacles to make wise investments in our students’ futures?  

On the one hand, gauging the returns of our investments into student success is not simply a matter 

of crunching numbers at the end of the budget cycle. In fact, if certain critical questions are not answered 

at each step of the investment process then we are in danger of investing unwisely. Even worse, we may 

not be able to determine whether our efforts were effective or not, essentially making school improvement 

a matter of chance. On the other hand, school leaders need practical, user-friendly tools that support and 

strengthen their existing school improvement efforts – not another heaping helping on already full plates. 

 In 2018, the department of Accountability, Research, and Systems Improvement (ARSI) was 

awarded a federal grant to partner with researchers at Columbia University to develop a practical way for 

JCPS decision-makers to gauge the cost-effectiveness of their investments. This work centers on academic 

return-on-investment, or simply AROI. Compared with typical program evaluations, AROI is much 

quicker to compute and facilitates comparisons across multiple types of investments. The AROI approach 

provides one piece of JCPS-specific evidence that school and district leaders can utilize for investment 

decisions based on the outcomes most important for their particular context. The lessons learned from our 

work thus far formed the basis for our updated Investment Tracking System, or “ITS 2.0” - currently in 

use for tracking ESSER III spending. The changes were intended to support and strengthen existing efforts 

to locate evidence-based practices, set reasonable goals, select appropriate measures for those goals, track 

participation, and monitor outcomes. In other words, with ITS 2.0, we sought to integrate AROI into the 

school improvement process by giving leaders a helpful tool to serve as a guide for organizing 

improvement efforts. Although this manual serves as a ‘how to’ for entering ESSER funds budget request 

proposals into ITS 2.0, the AROI concepts you’ll be using can be broadly applied to other funding sources.  
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