Committee of Practitioners Meeting Minutes
Tuesday, September 29, 2026
 
The September 29, 2026, meeting of the Nebraska Committee of Practitioners was held in person at Nebraska Department of Education, 500 South 84th Street, Lincoln, Nebraska 68510.

Dr. Bill Heimann, Committee Chair, called the Committee of Practitioners (COP) meeting to order at 9:01 AM on Tuesday, September 29, 2026.

Members in Attendance			NDE Staff in Attendance		Not in Attendance
Sara Calvert 					Jessie Coffey				Scott English
Anne Caruso					Brad Dirksen				Zainab Rida
Brent Cudly 					Ryan Foor				Kris Schneider	
Andy DeFreece 				Dottie Heusman			Kamau Turner
Tina Forté					Melody Hobson			Erika Wibbels	
Anita Harkins-Mehsling			Steph Knust			
Bill Heimann					Sydney Kobza				Guests	
Kim Jonas					Becky Michael			Mackenzie Hahn
Kelly Klanecky				Amanda Morris			Lindsey Luly	
Barry McFarland				Julie Otero			
Tara McKinstry				Janice Paling
Ita Mendoza					Michelle Rezek	
Marco Pedroza 				Tate Toedman
Phillip Picquet				Beth Wooster				
Kathleen Riley				Rhonda Wredt				
Matt Rohlfsen				Benjamin Zink				
Melanie Stepp										
Bob Ziegler									

Welcome & Introductions: This CoP meeting was held In Person on September 29, 2026. Bill Heimann, Committee Chair, welcomed everyone to the meeting and asked them to introduce themselves.  

Nebraska Open Meeting Acts (NOMA) Reminder: Bill issued a general reminder about the NOMA. A copy of the Open Meetings Act was available.

Open for public comments: Bill asked if there were any public comments. None was requested.

NDE CoP Process Rules – Management: A call was made for the 2026-2027 Chairperson. There were two nominations made prior to the meeting. No other nominations were made during the meeting. Majority votes went to Bill Heimann.

Approval of Minutes for March 31, 2026 meeting:
Barry McFarland made a motion to approve the March 31, 2026, minutes. Tina Forté seconded the motion. Motion unanimously approved.

Paraprofessional Assessment – ParaPathways: Tate Toedman, Title II Consultant, went over requirements for highly qualified paraprofessionals in a schoolwide system versus a targeted assistance school.  Para Pathways from ETS is a new assessment that is up to the standards to approve paras to work in schools.  Cut scores were set by ETS using a standard setting process; Reading and Writing 332 and Math 334. 
Phillip Picquet made a motion to approve adding ParaPathways to the approved list. Marco Pedroza seconded the motion. Motion unanimously approved.

Immigrant Education Calculations: Julie Otero, Title III Director, explained the qualifications of an immigrant student and the current way allocations are determined. The new proposal would allow for an allocation to be received from a student population increase starting from zero, which allows for two years of program qualification services for a student they otherwise would not get. The committee suggested Title III representatives research if a 5% increase requirement is common across states or if the required percentage increase could be potentially lowered. The findings will be shared at the March CoP meeting.
Brent Cudly motioned to approve the change to allow for an immigrant education allocation calculation to be determined from the starting point of 0. Phillip Piquet seconded the motion. Motion unanimously approved.

Federal Program Information Items and Discussion:
State Set-Aside Waiver – Beth Wooster, ESEA Office Administrator, explained this waiver is to consolidate the state set-aside funds for Title II-A, III-A and IV-A to best support the NDE Strategic Priorities rather than trying to use the exact amounts in each of the title programs. Title III funds are used to support their professional development and will continue to do so. 
Ed-Flex Waiver - Discussion was held around the Ed-Flex Waiver. Information was shared about the ability of this waiver to allow more flexibility for districts and what is in the best interest of the students they serve. Tate Toedman, Title II Consultant, shared the areas that are not allowable to be waived (11 specific items that are called out in federal law that are not waivable). Discussed 15% carryover rules for Title I and discussed pros and cons about this waiver ability, Title IV-A 20% for Safe and Healthy and Well-Rounded and the 15% Effective Use of Technology infrastructure rule, plus what programs may have waivers. General questions were asked, and possible examples for the need for the waivers were provided. As a reminder, the 20% rule only pertains to those districts that receive over $30,000 in their allocation (this would also include any funds that are transferred in). Examples of how the 15% Effective Use of Technology were provided and explained how this can be beneficial, especially with districts that have nonpublic schools who have hardware-based needs. Clarifications were made that currently and going forward, the 15% is just for the Effective Use of Technology section.
Title I Schoolwide Waiver - NDE will be allowing schools to ask for a waiver regarding the 40% poverty requirement to be a schoolwide building. This will be included in the Ed-Flex waiver document that will be shared with districts after approval from the USED. This flexibility is not new, however there has been a lack of districts using this waiver ability and NDE federal programs team wanted to put this information out again as they have been seeing some districts that have shown interest and districts that it would make more sense to have all of their Title I buildings as schoolwide rather than some schoolwide and some Targeted Assistance. It was clarified that all Title I buildings are required to be a Targeted Assistance building their first year as a Title I building before becoming a schoolwide.

CSI Allocations for the 2027 Cohort and Support from NDE: Amanda Morris, Assistant Administrator & Director of Accountability and Dottie Heusman, ESEA Assistant Administrator, gave an update regarding Federal Designations Cohort Timelines, and CSI Allocations. Discussion was held around these topics and how to best support schools in the various designations. Suggestions were made to consider a tiered funding system to support as many schools as possible if total allocations would allow those amounts to be meaningfully used by the school, to work in partnership with the ESU’s in the work to support the schools, and that the highest need schools should receive the most allocation. All of this will be taken into consideration as a decision is made.

ESSA Plan Proposed Changes: The NDE is seeking public comment regarding proposed changes to the ESSA State Plan. The red-line version of this document and a summary were shared with the committee members prior to the meeting. The proposed timeline and changes were pointed out to the members. Questions were asked prior to a small group discussion.   
[bookmark: _Int_kmeGuHS3]Working Lunch Topic – Discuss changes to the ESSA Plan.  
· What components are you in agreement with and why? 
· What components do you have questions about the implementation or the change? 
· We need to capture your comments, your role, and overall thoughts to share with the State Board of Education Executive Committee in October as well as with the USED when we submit the draft for approval.   
· CSI Allocation thoughts and suggestions.   
 The CoP had a full group discussion regarding the proposed changes. Comments were captured to be included in the data provided to the USED regarding public comments about these changes.

Federal Programs Updates
[bookmark: _Int_5iYZuROx]Administrator Update - Office of ESEA Federal Programs - Beth shared that there are still lots of changes happening with the US Department of Education. Staff has been moving to new offices, and Kristen Baesler has now been named as the Assistant Secretary for both OESE and OSERS. With the Continued Resolution, there won’t be a shutdown on October 1st, but there will need to be a funding bill to keep things going come December 11th or there could be a shutdown like last year. The only Rescission Package has had to do with Higher Ed - Special Programs to assist 1st year of college for Migrant Students, but nothing that will affect K-12. There has been nothing to indicate cuts in funding for 2027-28 at this time. Beth shared that the National ESEA Conference will be in Louisville, KY February 23-25, 2027. Ruth Reider sent a letter to all State Chiefs in support of the conference, and this would be a good conference to attend if funding allows. Beth also shared a little about the ESEA LEA Affiliate group that NAESPA is offering. Provides a slight discount for the Conference and access to several webinars.

Title I-A: Educationally Disadvantaged: Dottie Heusman, Title I Director, shared there were no additional reports.

Title I-A School Improvement (1003a) CSI/SFI: Michelle Rezek, Title I School Improvement Specialist shared there was no additional information to provide.

Title I-C Education Program: Benjamin Zink, Title I-C Specialist, shared the child count is currently at 4,060. The 2026-2027 grant opens on October 1st and closes November 15, 2026. This October the Interstate Migrant Education Council will convene in Omaha. 
  
Title I-D: Neglected At-Risk Delinquent: Dottie Heusman reported the amount to allocate to the two agencies; Department of Corrections and Health and Human Services was $347,409. The grant opens on October 1, 2026. 

Title II-A: Improving Teacher Quality & Nonpublic: Tate Toedman, Title II Consultant/Nonpublic Ombudsman discussed the following uses of Title IIA funding for both public and nonpublic schools. Class-size reduction is only allowed for public schools. Ongoing evidence-based professional development is the main use for both public and nonpublic schools. Recruitment of teachers, such as attending career/job fairs. Signing bonuses and/or retention bonuses are only allowed in the public schools and if it is allowable in the district’s collective bargaining agreement (CBA).

Title III: Language Acquisition: Julie Otero, Title III Director shared information on the RFP process, 2025-2026 ELP assessment results, 2025-2026 EL numbers across the state and ClearCourse, the new Cambium learning platform, for ELPA assessments. Becky Michael, Title III Specialist, shared 2025-2026 NSCAS student data for all content areas and historical ELA proficient data for various groups of students. She also shared support that is currently provided to various EL groups and EL/ML specific Canvas course opportunities.  

Title IV-A: Student Support and Academic Enrichment (SSAE): Tate Toedman discussed the new evaluations for 2026-2027 for the Title IV-A goals that are required. He shared the current terminology and asked for discussion on some possible changes to the terminology to more truly reflect the district level evaluations of the grant goals. Terminology discussion goal is to change the term “unsuccessful”. Multiple members shared ideas and sent terminology suggestions and definitions to Tate. These included changing more than just the unsuccessful term, and to also providing definitions so there is a more consistent understanding of what the terminology should reflect and stand for. Tate will work on these and present again at the Spring meeting on what terms will be used for the public reporting.
Stronger Connections Grant: This will be the last report for this grant since it closes on September 30, 2026, and all funds must be drawn down from the USED by January 15, 2027. This competitive grant was allocated to 17 districts. The total amount awarded was $4,606,309. As of the meeting, $3,695,284 has been reimbursed. A virtual conference was held in September. Final report is due to the USED in January 2027. Dottie Heusman and Tate Toedman will be completing that.

Title IV-B: 21st Century Community Learning Centers (21st CCLC): Jessie Coffey presented this information for Erika Wibbels. The annual Afterschool Conference was held in September. 255 people were registered. At that conference Senator Fischer was presented with the Bob Whitehouse Award for her advocacy regarding releasing 21st CCLC funds last fall. The Lights on Afterschool will be held on October 22, 2026 to celebrate after-school programs to showcase youth achievement and raise awareness about the need for resources and the need for community involvement. Jessie also shared an infographic link and the evaluation enhancements that have occurred. The 2027 grant competition will open in January of 2027 and close in March of 2027.

Title V:  REAP – Rural Education Achievement Program: Michelle Rezek, REAP Coordinator shared one district received a RLIS grant and 174 districts received REAP grants. The USDE’s Office of Rural, Insular, and Native Achievement Programs will be monitoring one Nebraska district a year. They will be randomly selected and emphasized on fiscal management, period of availability, use of funds and personnel.

Title VII-B: Education of Homeless Children and Youth: Dottie Heusman shared McKinney Vento grants have been submitted. This is the second year of a three-year grant cycle. Last year was the competitive portion, this year is a continuation formula grant and next year will be the same. Fifteen grants have been awarded. 

Nonpublic Ombudsman Report: Tate Toedman shared October 15, 2026 is the due date and reminders will start being sent in the next week. The audit period will run from October 16-31st. Ombudsman will be reviewing each nonpublic school membership report. The information from this report generates consultation forms for the districts.

Parent, Family & Community Engagement: Jessie Coffey, Coordinated Student Support Services gave a report on this information. Chronic Absenteeism has been a major focus of the NDE around the NDE Strategic Priorities. She shared resources that have been developed for parents around this topic. CSSS has been co-leading the Family Literacy Advisory Committee with Early Childhood to support the Literacy Project. NDE supports the Statewide Family Engagement Center to host a Parent Advisory Committee. Family Literacy Month is in November. NDE has Micro-Learning Videos around Family and Community Engagement that can be shared across the state.

Head Start State Collaboration Office: Stephanie Knust, Head Start State Collaboration Specialist provided a federal and policy update relevant to Head Start Preschool and Early Head Start programs. Highlights included the recently released Notice of Proposed Rulemaking on reducing federal burden for Head Start programs, with public comments due October 6, 2026. Key proposed changes discussed included an English-only instruction requirement, revised documentation requirements for children and families experiencing homelessness, removal of guidance related to serving children with disabilities, expectations regarding follow-up on chronic absenteeism, and the proposed lower percentage cap on administrative costs for grant recipients (15% down to 5%). Additional links included the Office of Head Start Information Memorandum on enrollment reductions, the proposed new application requirements for Head Start Collaboration Offices, and the publication of the 2024-2025 Nebraska Head Start Impact Statement from the Nebraska Head Start Association. Attendees were encouraged to review these resources and monitor opportunities for input and engagement on federal policy changes that may affect Head Start services in the state.

Other: Dottie asked for volunteers to join her and Bill on an Ad Hoc committee to assure all subgroups are included on the CoP Membership list. A meeting will take place via Zoom to discuss this and to recommend any new memberships if needed. This will be brought back to the committee in March.

Next Meetings: Dottie shared the next meeting date will be Tuesday, March 25, 2027 at the Grand Island Public School, Kneale Administration Building, West Conference room in Grand Island. The committee agreed to offer a Zoom option for this meeting.

The meeting was adjourned at 1:33 p.m. 

