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Executive Summary  

The Nebraska Department of Education Innovation Fund and Improvement Grant 

Programs were created with the passage of Legislative Bill (LB) 519, effective August 30, 2015. 

This bill was codified in the Nebraska Revised Statue 79-1054. This grant program provides 

resources and opportunities to Local Education Agencies (LEAs) to support the development, 

expansion, and investment in innovative best practices that improve (1) education outcomes for 

early childhood, elementary, middle school, or high school students, (2) transitions between any 

successive stages of education, or (3) transitions between education and the workforce.  

In 2019, to expand access to the resources and opportunities available through the 

Innovation Grant Program, the Nebraska State Board of Education approved five Education 

Innovation Networks. Through the networks, LEAs gained access to innovative best practices, as 

determined by the NDE, that were replicable, scalable, and have the potential to improve 

education outcomes.  

With the passage of LB705, the Nebraska State Board of Education approved seven new 

projects in May 2023 for the 2023-2024 and 2024-2025 school years. Starting July 1, 2024, this 

fund is now known as the Improvement Grant Program. These projects represent established best 

practices which will be studied further within the Nebraska context to determine opportunities to 

scale up.  

This report summarizes the progress of the Improvement Grant and highlights important 

developments that have occurred in the past year while shedding light on future opportunities for 

expansion, investment, and growth for Nebraska’s students.  
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Timeline of Nebraska Department of Education Innovation Fund and Improvement Grant 

Programs 

 

  

August 30, 
2015

LB 519 Passed: This created the Nebraska Department of Education (NDE) 
Innovation Fund and Grant Programs.

October 
20, 2016

NDE Requests Applications: The NDE invited applications for grants 
through the Innovation Grant Program.

2017

Five Original Projects Began: The first round of projects funded through the 
Innovation Grant Program began work.

2019

Expansion of Resources: The State Board of Education approved the 
formation of five Education Innovation Networks. These networks provide 
Local Education Agencies (LEAs) with access to innovative best practices 
identified by the NDE, aimed at improving educational outcomes.

May 2023

LB 705 Passed: The Nebraska State Board of Education approved seven new 
projects for the 2023-2024 and 2024-2025 school years. These projects focus 
on studying established best practices in a Nebraska context to identify 
opportunities for scalability.

July 1, 
2024

Program Rebrand: The Innovation Fund is officially renamed the 
Improvement Grant Program.

2025 and 
Beyond

Growth and Investment: Continue to fund the development, expansion, and 
investment in evidence-based best practices for improving educational 
outcomes in Nebraska, with a focus on supporting students' paths toward 
successful education, college, and career readiness.



 
P a g e  | 4 

   

2025 Projects  

 
Expanded Learning Opportunities (ELO) Innovation Network 

The goal of this network is to provide additional opportunities for state-level partners to 

work closely with new and established ELO programs to expand access to high quality, locally 

sustainable ELO programs designed to serve Nebraska youth, including youth from urban and 

rural educational environments. The network will also identify and cultivate characteristics of 

high-quality programming that can be shared with other communities across the state through a 

variety of in-person and online platforms.  

The 2023-2024 Partners Grant Program included 11 communities across Nebraska. Each 

ELO program worked 

with Beyond School 

Bells (BSB) to create 

a grant package that fit 

their local context 

needs and capacity. 

Excerpts from Beyond 

School Bells’ Annual 

Report follow. 
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Innovative Tutoring Network  
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Learning Platform Program  

2024 saw the implementation of the Learning Platform Program. The Legislature 

amended statutes with respect to the use of lottery funds for education in 2023 and 2024 to 

include the use of improvement grant funds for a grant program that uses a statewide learning 

platform(s), which took effect on July 19, 2024.  

Previous Action: 

• State Board approved criteria and priority areas at the August 2024 meeting. 

First Application Process: 

• The NDE created a request for information and request for application. Two proposals 

were submitted and reviewed by the NDE staff. The NDE staff recommended neither 

application for grant funding. The State Board took no action at their December 6, 2024, 

meeting. 

Second Application Process: 

• Statutory changes took effect September 1, 2025, prompting the NDE to revisit the 

improvement grant program. NDE posted a Request for Application (RFA) which closed 

on November 3, 2025.  

• Proposals in response to the RFA were reviewed by the NDE evaluators. As of the time 

of submitting this report, December 1, 2025, the State Board of Education has taken no 

action.  
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MOEC Chronic Absenteeism Grant Initiative: Two-Year Summary  

Introduction  

The Metropolitan Omaha Educational Consortium (MOEC), in partnership with the 

Nebraska Department of Education (NDE) and Attendance Works, launched a two-year grant-

funded initiative aimed at addressing chronic absenteeism across elementary and middle schools 

in the Omaha metro area. When the grant began, chronic absenteeism rates in participating 

MOEC schools were significantly higher than the state average. Through focused, collaborative 

efforts, schools reported reductions in chronic absenteeism ranging from 5% to 25%, with 

several schools reporting double-digit percentage drops in student absences.  

Program Overview  

The initiative engaged 33 schools across seven districts—21 elementary and 12 middle 

schools—organized into two-year attendance improvement cohorts. Each participating school 

formed a dedicated attendance team, engaged in three large-group collaborative sessions and two 

coaching sessions annually, and received up to $8,000 in grant funding over two years. These 

funds supported attendance incentives, professional learning, and targeted strategies. The 

initiative was grounded in a research-based framework from Attendance Works and emphasized 

Tier I, II, and III intervention planning, data use, and systemic school improvement.  

Outcomes  

Quantitative and qualitative outcomes reflect strong success:  

• 100% of participating schools reported their teams were more effective, informed, 

organized, and better at using data by the end of the two years.  

• 98% of respondents agreed the cohort helped prioritize attendance within their schools.  
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• 89% of respondents rated collaboration with peer schools as a valuable component of the 

program, helping fulfill the objective of creating a community of practice78% of .  

• participants found mini-grants critical to their work, and 66.7% said they enabled 

implementation of new strategies.  

• Chronic absenteeism, as reported by individual schools in April 2025, was reduced by 

more than 5% in multiple schools, with some even reporting a reduction of more 

than 20%. 

o Carriage Hill Elementary reported that the dropped from 23.4% to 8.8%. 

o Franklin Elementary reported a reduction in chronic absenteeism by 14%.  

o Bryan Elementary reported that they reduced the number of chronically absent 

students from 63 to 15.  

o Minne Lusa Elementary reported a decrease from 51% to 31% over three years.  

o Marrs Middle School reported a 10% decrease in chronic absenteeism.  

o LaVista Middle School reported a drop in chronic absenteeism from 21.1% to 

14.3%.  

Teachers and principals consistently noted improved relationships with families and 

students as a major driver of success. Students responded positively to consistent incentives, 

recognition, and personalized support.  

Reflections and Comments  

Participants in the MOEC/NDE Attendance Cohort consistently reported that the program 

had a meaningful and lasting impact on their attendance practices. The mini-grants were widely 

appreciated for enabling schools to implement strategies and incentives that would not have been 
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possible without the extra funding. These efforts supported student engagement and helped build 

a stronger attendance culture. While some found the reimbursement process and restrictions on 

purchases challenging, the overall feedback emphasized the grants’ importance in achieving 

progress.  

The coaching sessions led by Attendance Works were widely appreciated for offering 

guidance, collaborative planning time, and opportunities to reflect on school-specific data and 

strategies. The sessions supported professional growth, helped refine attendance goals, and 

encouraged schools to think critically about intervention layering and long-term planning. 

Participants noted that the sessions strengthened internal collaboration, built confidence in 

addressing chronic absenteeism, and contributed meaningfully to the development of more 

focused, reflective, and empowered attendance teams.  

Participants found the collaborative structure of the program especially powerful, 

noting that cross-district learning fostered innovation and normalized shared challenges. In a 

survey of participants, 94% of respondents reported they would like to continue this 

collaboration, with future sessions focused on sustainability, data tools, family engagement, and 

support for specific student populations.  

Attendance Works consultants praised the model's unique approach of working with 

multiple districts, which led to remarkable growth. They noted a shift in mindset, increased 

capacity building, and a greater reliance on teachers for positive interventions. The team also 

observed a change in culture, with more principal participation and a sense of all hands-on deck. 

They highlighted the growth and recognition of good and improved attendance, as well as the 
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acknowledgment of areas that need improvement. The team expressed pride in the schools' 

ability to learn from each other and apply systemic approaches.  

Overall, schools credited the program with helping them strengthen team dynamics, build 

more effective systems, and make attendance a top priority. Many described the experience as 

motivating, practical, and transformative for both school culture and student support.  

Conclusion  

The MOEC Attendance Cohort initiative has had a measurable and meaningful impact on 

attendance practices and outcomes in metro Omaha schools. With chronic absenteeism rates 

falling and school teams reporting increased confidence and capability, the program offers a 

promising model for other districts in Nebraska and beyond. Continued investment in data-

driven strategies, community partnerships, and professional learning will be essential to 

sustaining this progress.  

Grand Island  Chronic Absenteeism Grant Initiative   

Results: 

• Teams reduced chronic absenteeism for students by 2 points(approximately 11 fewer 

chronically absent students) compared to the same ten school weeks in the previous year 

(SY23-24), making progress toward the 2.5 point goal. 

• Three out of four 9th-grade teams achieved a 3 to 5 point reduction in chronic 

absenteeism year over year, with Island 1 seeing the largest improvement at 5 points 

(approximately 7 fewer chronically absent students). Results were variable across Islands. 
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• While progress was made with students chronically absent at the start of the cycle, it 

was countered by new students becoming chronically absent over the course of the 10 

weeks.  
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Grand Island Early Literacy Grant Initiative   

Schools Participating in BTR are Driving Significant Literacy Gains and Both BTR 

Kindergarten and BTR 2nd-grade students showed double-digit improvements in reading 

benchmarks and consistently outperforming non-BTR Schools.  

• Kindergarten BTR students showed significant improvements in Phonemic Segmentation 

Fluency (PSF), with a 14-point year-over-year (YoY) increase from the DIBELS BOY 

to DIBELS MOY assessment, and a 9-point higher increase in the number of students 

scoring at or above benchmark compared to non-BTR schools. 

• 2nd-grade BTR students demonstrated higher reading proficiency, achieving a 14-

point year-over-year (YoY) gain in Word Reading (NWF-WRC) from the DIBELS 

BOY to DIBELS MOY assessment, along with an 8-point greater increase in the 

number of students scoring at or above benchmark compared to non-BTR schools. 
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FAFSA 

As a result of the new requirement for all high school students to complete the FAFSA, 

Improvement Grant Funds were used to promote FAFSA completion in South Sioux City 

Community Schools (SSCCS). The schools’ activities were vast and included:  

• SSCCS set up a parent store for parents who completed the FAFSA could order South 

Sioux City gear. 

• SSCCS set up a college going Amazon order site so students who completed the FAFSA 

could pick an item out.   

• SSCCS had spreadsheets that were completed by the counseling team on when FAFSAs 

were complete, waivers complete, and items that were ordered and picked up by 

students.  Parent items were mailed to their homes.   

• SSCCS had seven help sessions.  They were Open House style and we usually held them 

during basketball games or wrestling matches, so the school was already open.   

• Northeast Community College came for a help session during fall conferences to help 

families create their FAFSA IDs.   

• The counselors went into senior classes to help students create FSA IDs.   

• EducationQuest came during fall conferences to help families create FAFSA IDs.  They 

also came in January to help with FAFSA completion.   

• In March, the counselors made individual appointments with families to complete the 

FAFSA.   
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• SSCCS created fliers and social media posts that we sent out to the community and 

students.   

• At the end of each month, anyone who had completed the FAFSA was enrolled in an 

iPad drawing.  SSCCS gave out one iPad every month until May. 

• On the seniors’ last day, SSCCS had a lunch for students who had completed the FAFSA 

or waiver.   

• During FAFSA help session events, SSCCS had bilingual staff available to assist students 

and families.   

These activities led to incredible results: 

Class of 2025 final FAFSA totals 

 Count Percentage 

FAFSA Completers 168* 62% 

FAFSA Waivers 105 38% 

Class of 2025 Graduates 273 100% 

*The website that we visit to see our totals has us listed at 165.  This difference can occur when 

our students live with other parents in another state. Nebraska does not always count those 

students in our official count. 
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Nebraska Career Connections  

Nebraska Career Connections (NCC) was 

developed through a research project seeking to 

determine how to best address the career planning needs of Nebraska students and adult job 

seekers. The NDE currently holds a contract with Kuder to provide this service to all Nebraska 

schools. NCC provides career interest inventories, work value assessments, and information on 

careers and postsecondary education in Nebraska.  

Most Nebraska school districts count on Career Connections as the career development 

site used in school counseling programs and career education classrooms. A unique aspect of 

NCC not available from other career information services is the 24 hours a day, 7 days a week 

access for students and parents. Students can access the site away from the school building, 

unlike other career information systems that require the student to be at the school site. Nebraska 

Career Connections has gone through a major revision that allows the site to be used from any 

mobile device, in addition to other significant upgrades. In addition to Nebraska schools, NCC is 

used by Nebraska Vocational Rehabilitation, the Nebraska Department of Labor, and 

Corrections.  

From Network Leader Katie Graham:  

“Lottery funds support statewide access to Nebraska Career Connections, which 

profoundly impact both students and educators by providing a comprehensive platform 

for career and postsecondary exploration and planning. For students, it offers 

assessments and personalized guidance in identifying career paths aligned with their 
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interests, skills, and values, thus empowering them to make informed decisions about 

their educational and professional futures. Educators benefit from robust tools that 

support curriculum integration, enabling them to tailor instruction and advising to meet 

the diverse needs of their students. By fostering a deeper understanding of career options 

and the steps required to achieve them, Nebraska Career Connections helps to ensure 

that students are well-prepared to transition from secondary to postsecondary education 

and into meaningful employment.” 

Progress/Impact:  

• 89% of Nebraska’s public schools (217 districts) utilized NCC.  

• Over 25,000 registered users and over 140,000 unique logins, a 12% increase from last 

academic year.  

• Over 45,000 assessments were completed.  

 

 


