
(sic) come up with a strategy and campaign."61 Ms. Thomsen was following up on a newspaper
article, which she had faxed earlier, about poor scores on Florida's statewide standardized test,
the FCAT.62 According to Ms. Thon1sen, the article indicated that schools would be spending
more money on science classes and science test preparation, ope11ing up a potential marketing
opportunity for Ignite!.63

Despite Ignite!' s cost and lack of a proven track record of raising student achievement,
the above table shows that school districts - including some with acknowledged serious financial
needs - have been spending thousands to hU11dreds of thousands of Department of Education
dollars on COWs and otl1er Ignite! products. The Austin Independent School District, for
example, noted on its website that "Over the last five years the District 11as had substantial
budgetary challenges," forcing the district to make "many difficult choices," including "mak[ing]
minimal instructional enhancements," laying off employees and paying others "less than [the
district] desired."64 Difficult choices notwithstanding, Austin spent $116,339.00 on COWs and
other Ignite! products in the last five years.65 Nearly $43,000 came out of the district's Title I
funding, with the other $70,940 coming from state, local and student activity fllnds. 66

Similarly, a recent report indicates that Houston ISD is in dire need of $805 million to
repair and renovate its school buildings.67 Yet the district has spent over $160,000 in Title I
funds - and $695,195 in total- on Ignite! products since 2003.68

61 Id.

62 Email from Janna Thomsen, Ignite! Learning, to Terry Sullivan, Devon Price, and
Sheila Shoff (May 4,2007,10:01 AM) (attached as Exhibit DD).

63 Id.

!

64 "Budget & School Finance; General Fund Adopted Budget - Revenues and
Expenditures," Austin Independent School District,
http://www.austin.isd.tenet.edu/inside/budget/ (cached), last visited Aug. 29, 2007 (Google
cacped printout attached as Exhibit EE).

65 See Payments Made to a Vendor, 9/01/2001 to 7/23/2007, Austin ISD (attached as
Exhibit FF).

66 See id.; attachments to facsimile from Michele Sabatino, Austin lSD, to Dan Roth,
CREW (Aug. 15,2007) (attached as Exhibit GG).

67 Jennifer Radcliffe, HISD in need of big bucks - badly, Superintendent asks trustees to
put $805 million bond issue on the Nov. 6 ballot, HOUSTON CHRONICLE, Aug. 3,2007 (attached
as Exl1ibit HH).

68 See Exhibit CC, Subpart 7, "Houston (TX)," for source documents e11titled "Response
to Freedo'm of Information Inquiry - Roth R072807 Ignite!, Number 5 - All vendor purchase
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Midland ISD spent over $230,000 on COWs in one year.69 Over $200,000- nearly 90% ­
came Ollt of federal Title I,·Title III, and IDEA ("Individuals with Disabilities in Education Act")
flInds. 70 Midland's San Jacinto Junior High School planned to spend at least $18,000 in Title I
money,71· over one quarter of its Title I "Supplies and Materials" budget,72 011 Ignite! in the 2006­
2007 school year.

At Midland's George H. W. Bush Elen1entary, however, Principal Jill Arthur wrote to
Ignite! that, "After reviewing the program, Bush is not interested. We feel our money is best
spent elsewhere."73 Comn1ents from teachers and administrators in other schools and districts
support Principal Arthur's assessment of the COW's value. In Mansfield lSD, one teacher wrote
to another, "$3,800 for Science only or Social Studies only! ... I dOl1't have that in my funds ...
sorry :( ."74 Another teacher wrote in response, "That is unbelievable on the price. Way too
much.,,75 A Mansfield official enthusiastic about the product significantly understated the

orders with Ignite! Learning, Number 7 - Any listing of campuses that utilize or utilized any
Ignite! Learning products (e.g. Curriculum on Wheels, or COW's (sic)), Number 14 - Any
document indicating funds sources and budget expenditures for all Ignite! Learning products
purchased by.or donated to HISD," Houston Independent School District Procllrement Services
Department.

69 See "Vendor Invoices Report, Run 7/18/07," Midland ISD (attached as Exhibit II).

70 See id.; See Email from Ellen House, School Attorney, Midland lSD, to Dan Roth,
Coul1sel, CREW (Aug. 23,2007,4:15 PM) (defining fund codes) (attached as Exhibit JJ).

71 "San Jacinto Junior High School Campus Improvement Plan 2006-2007," at 21, 25, 26,
61 (attached as Exhibit KK).

72 Id. at 61.

73 Email fromJiIIArthur.Principal. George H.W. Bush Elementary, to Rebecca Ransom,
Account Manager, Ignite! Learning (May 26,2006, 11 :57 AM) (attached as Exhibit LL).

74 'Email from [redacted by CREW], to [redacted by CREW] (Oct. 10,2006, 12:12 PM)
(attached as ExhibitMM). Due to allegations of retaliation against a teacher who spoke out
publicly against Ignite! in the past, CREW has redacted identifying information from documents
containing such criticisms. We will provide unredacted copies to the Office of Inspector General
upon request.

75 Email from [redacted by CREW] to [redacted by CREW] (Oct. 10,2006, 12:26 PM)
(included in Exhibit MM).
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COW's per-unit price but still remarked "The problem is the COSt.,,76 A Midland COW usage
chart reflects that the COW was only used for "15 minutes twice this year" at one school.77 At
another, the COW was used "only once [during the second semester] because ofmisil1formation
on the COW.,,78 After a pril1cipal in his district spent $43,000 on Ignite's history curriculum,
Tornillo ISD Superintendent Paul Vranish.~aid "I wouldn't advise anyone else to use it.,,79

2007: The Problem Continues with the Math COW

An NCLB-mandated Department of Education study released in March 2007 found that
mathematics software did not in1prove student achievement. 8o Ignite! launched its Math COW
the same month. 81 Houston ISD has already spent nearly $37,000 on Math COWs this year82 and
al1 additiol1al $9,600 of Title I funds on 48 units of "Math COW Student to Parent Home Study"

76 Email from Ray Fortune to Priscilla Fontenot (June 30, 2005, 10:25 PM) (attached as
Exhibit NN).

77 See Email from Janice C01l11ally to Stephanie Howard (May 15,2007,9:10 AM)
(attached as Exhibit 00).

78 Id.

79 Roche, L.A. TIMES, Oct. 10, 2006. The principal who bought the Igl1ite! products no
longer works for the district. Id. Superintendent Vranish won a 2007 Superintendent of the Year
Award from the Texas ·Education Agency. Press Release: Communities in Schools state. office
presents Best of Texas· awards, Apr. 17,2007 (attached as Exhibit PP).

80 See Jon Brodkin, Software Doesn't Help Student Test Scores; Study shows reading and
math programs didn't improve gradeschooler's test scores, PC WORLD, Apr. 7,2007 (attached as
Exhibit QQ).Education study available at http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/pubs/20074005/index.asp (last
visited Sept. 4, 2007).

81 Press Release: Ignite! Learning Debuts Innovative Curriculum Solution for Upper
Elementary and Middle School Students (Mar. 22,2007) (attached as Exhibit RR).

82 Houston Independent School District, PLlrchase Order Status Report (July 12,2007) at
4-5, 61-62, 64, 68, 70-71 (relevant pages attached as E~hibit SS) (full report included in Exhibit
CC, Subpart 7, "Houston (TX)").
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materials. 83 As of June 13, 2007, Denton ISD was planning to spend at least $22,000 on Math
COWS. 84

Suggestions of Political Pressure

On February 23,2006, the Clark County Board of Education in Las Vegas authorized the
expenditllre of$300,000 to purchase approximately 50 COWS. 85 The Los Angeles Times
reported later tl1at year that, according to sources ','familiar with" the transaction, Sig Rogich, a
major fund raiser for President Bush and political consultant to Nevada Governor Jim Gibbons, '
pressured the districtto fund half of the Ignite! expenditllre with NCLB funds. 86 While the
former Clark County school official responsible for the deal admitted that 'Mr. Rogich
"encouraged" the district to explore Ignite!, and that she and her husband discussed the product
with Neil Bush over dinner, she denied pressure was applied. 87

CREW attempted to learn n10re about this and otl1er possible political influence at the
federal level by requesting documents relating to Ignite! from the Department of Education under
the Freedom of Information Act ("FOIA,,).88 The Department, however, has refused to process
CREW's request. Under the circumstances, these issues may present another line of inquiry for
your office, but CREW is unable to provide more information than that which already appears in
the public record.

83 Id. at 54-55 (Purchase Order # 4501163934, May 31,2007) (relevant pages attached as
Exhibit TT) (full report included in Exhibit CC, Subpart 7, "Houston (TX)"). Assuming one
Student Home Study unit per student, that comes to $200 per student, not including the cost of
the COW or the annual licensing fee. The programs studied by tl1e Department of Education, by
contrast, averaged $15-$18 per student. Brodkin, PC WORLD, Apr. 7,2007.

84 See Letter from Dr. Monica Uphoff, Secondary CoordinatorJofMathematics, Denton
lSD, to Jenny Lou Reeder, Ignite! Learning (June 13,2007) (attached as Exhibit UU).

85 Minlltes, Clark COllnty School District Special 'and Regular Meeting of the Board of
School Trustees (Feb. 23, 2006) at 4 (attached as Exhibit VV).

86 Roche, L.A. Times, Oct. 10. 2006.

87 Id.

88 See Letter from Daniel C. Roth, Counsel, CREW, to Office of Management, U.S.
Department of Education (May 16,2007) (attached as Exhibit WW). Education stated that our
request cannot be processed as drafted, though the Department of Commerce began processing a
l1early identical request within a week of receipt, and completed its search for documents on July
31.
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Conclusion

As a daily provider of educational materials to over 250,000 students nationwide, Ignite!
Learning must be held to the standards of the No Child Left Behind Act of2001. Although the
products Ignite! is selling do not appear to meet those high standards, many school districts are
purchasing these products with NCLB funds. As a result, CREW respectfully suggests that your
office conduct an audit to assess the propriety and legality of these expenditures.

Thank you for your attention to this matter.

elanie Sloan
Executive Director

Encls.

cc (w/o attachments): Chairman Edward M. Kennedy
Ranking Member Sen. Michael B. Enzi
U.S. Senate Committee on Health, Education, Labor and Pensions

Chairman George Miller
Ranking Member Howard P. "Buck" McKeon
U.S. House Committee on Education and Labor
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