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Kansas boots reading company after it
wrongly got millions, used welfare cash
for trips

BY JONATHAN SHORMAN
UPDATED AUGUST 16, 2019 5:27 PM

Kansas governor Laura Kelly talks about her first 100 days in office
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TOPEKA

Millions in incorrect claims. Excessive payments to company executives. Cross-
country trips funded with welfare dollars.

Gov. Laura Kelly’s administration cut ties on Friday with the company that runs a
statewide reading program for children after it failed to adhere to a “basic standard”
for efficient spending, despite months of elevated scrutiny, the Kansas Department
for Children and Families said.

TOP VIDEOS

The decision marked the latest move by the Democratic governor against companies
who forged agreements with Republican Govs. Sam Brownback and Jeff Colyer that
the new administration has found questionable.

An audit conducted during the Brownback administration
released - found the company, Hysell & Wagner LLC, recei
incorrect payments in 2014 and 2015 related its grant to oy
Roadmap.

The grant is typically worth about $9 million a year and is
federal Temporary Assistance for Needy Families, or TANF 00:55 01:30
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But since Kelly took office in January, DCF said it had found additional concerns with
the Washington, D.C.-based company, including:

e Excessive payments to company executives involving TANF dollars that surpassed
federal salary limits

» 38 trips by top company officials between Kansas, Washington, D.C., and San Diego
over the course of a single year that were paid for with TANF dollars

e Administrative costs that exceeded 15 percent of grant costs, in violation of the
grant agreement

“I’'ve always been concerned about the use of no-bid contracts and lack of
accountability under the previous administration,” Kelly said in a statement. “It’s
clear that the State of Kansas cannot continue to support Hysell & Wagner’s
administration of the Kansas Reading Roadmap program.”

Kelly’s administration has previously canceled a child welfare grant that was set to
go to a troubled Florida agency and no-bid technology contracts in the Kansas
Department of Revenue.
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On Friday, Reading Roadmap director Andrew Hysell called the decision “beyond
surprising.”



“We’ll stand behind our administration of this grant. We’ll go before the Legislature.
If we need to, to save our reputation, we’ll go before a court,” Hysell said in an
interview. “We are very 100 percent behind our work.”

Hysell, who donated $2,000 to Colyer’s campaign over the course of 2017 and 2018,
said it’s upsetting that a kids’ reading program has become a “political issue.”

AUDIT WASN'T FINALIZED

DCF said on Friday that it had worked in good faith with Hysell & Wagner to educate
and correct problems. But the company continued to struggle with increased
monitoring requirements, the agency said.

Robin Martinez, a Kansas City attorney whose work at times deals with federal
grants from the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, said generally,
agencies that award grants have broad authority to pull grants if they believe the
funds are not being used for their intended purpose.

“There are a lot of stringent requirements that are placed on grantees,” Martinez
said.
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Hysell & Wagner has until Sept. 15 to complete its work on Reading Roadmap, DCF
said. The agency provided the company with a draft of the audit on Thursday and
the company has 30 days to respond.

DCF said the audit will be made public following the response period. DCF Secretary
Laura Howard said she didn’t know why the agency hadn’t previously finished the
audit.

Hysell said the audit found some bookkeeping and reporting issues, but no
mismanagement of funds. Hysell said he hired a new finance director at the time
and set up a system that he said had passed three federal audits.

Hysell provided copies of three audits performed by a Maryland-based accounting
firm. The audits are separate from the audit conducted by DCF.

A 2016 audit by the Maryland firm found that the company’s chief financial officer
had incorrectly calculated some payment amounts. The audit says that in response
the company took steps to strengthen its financial controls.

The firm also said that financial reports are required to be complete, accurate and
should be supported by records. The report says significan

the company, including hiring a new finance manager bas

accountant was also hired.
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Copies of audits provided by Hysell into the company for 2017 and 2018 showed no
material weaknesses.

Asked about the use of welfare funds to pay for trips, Hysell said that it was “part of
the grant budget to pay for our travel to and from the state.” The payments had been
audited and found appropriate, he said.

In relation to payments to company executives, Hysell said the payments had also
been audited federally and were in compliance with federal rules.

Howard said the company had been operating with “inordinate travel costs” but that
in the last five months Hysell & Wagner had made some adjustments. Still, she said
the company and the agency never reached an agreement on appropriate levels and
documentation of costs.

READING ROADMAP’'S FUTURE

Hysell defended the company’s work. He said the company had developed a model
for reading intervention that has been replicated in other states.

“I think if you look at this project, it is an amazing accomplishment hecanse
departments like this — the Department for Children and F:

not have an ability to support reading progress because th

entity,” Hysell said.
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Kansas Action for Children, one of the state’s leading child advocacy groups, praised
the termination of Hysell & Wagner’s role in the grant. The organization’s director,
Annie McKay, said Kansas children and families have urgent needs from affordable
child care to an overburdened child welfare system.

In the 2018 fiscal year, the Reading Roadmap accounted for about 9 percent of all
Kansas TANF spending.

“Sending TANF dollars meant to support those kids and families to a program that
lacked proper oversight and metrics was a bad decision. Accountability matters.
Ending this contract provides an opportunity to make the most effective use of our
resources to ensure success for Kansas kids,” McKay said in a statement.

DCF said Reading Roadmap will continue, but the agency v
during the new academic year instead of going through Hy

Brownback announced the creation of the Reading Roadm First look inside Andover YMCA,
the time, he said that by effectively targeting help for at-ris damaged by tornado two years ago
Kansas students to the top of the list of proficient readers ii: uic v.o. aitu vican uic

cycle of child poverty.”

But six years later; Reading Roadmap’s future is unclear. Howard said DCF had not
been measuring the program’s performance.
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https://ad.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjsv2riVHXZyw-MhCKy9A_FK6yBf2RWG395TAKXPTjuQauzkelOlmL3n5KaIdEW_sj3zKFHfNSrZLH7yItwsUy2l9bGSWNeG8kF2dVNuebamNg_w-D8QMkK6nQDuUi9JDSCsAWuGho2IzdQ-CBAtJf8gdJv82GDjw8ViGQzLYTzDCeHFHT2tMJOLmuYjTXWFepCrrXC8_BLb1QyxBHMI4WzsxvOkWB9Fh45xEvx2ubJKsk841FblSUsha42aDkryYr7i7HhUu5TTS_lunN6edHVdZBZ8n49gabdQ_MIk3Bku-W3cPNbG9lucqOb1WT2O8PbGlyzQ4cm4nTiBHs_Z4HeGpLeHesfPvn3k_2uqLwe6EaCbFIko6LgPF12z6InCuNES-lWEhRG_QcAW2g0OX5IoSO0gvvCCXwdL9WM1EwgDwKq7RRm-0lynJgNZqxxhjTo6nW_nRG3-hvVeVgyWWsKWgTmnlY_pYOJqE_qqN-FanxnWoCsKcfQ3R0wzUjkrh7191uhNeP2r2TDeC0LUt1SdzURu2TcLBwIZn420egHnhMVZ9D7M1lH8eLHF_i93NsKJnx8TeX273qqNBJlQ-LvOxuMBB4G-9K8nKOyl8voMeYKTCqH35omvPE5Mqy5sU9JZzI6XshMEui8YDvMdkVTMnEEm9DfvQ_EHwM5P0KO_Sb1RMGj1U40SAA4LtyF1ezi1-ZFNGh56fH1uE6dXbB6BigckPbhp5ySudq3wIDGJkIEMMkfpo5NDFG9JOBLLF958pKQAw4GvuCDCtJlJAxXk5lx94P1n07-9KzCi355aHaL22zcJTWGQr5_Y49awuJL9sQ9qCpvkHutHCpecEe4NxDAOCSMOjePNZOV75RACdGIFfXSWJ3ewKfp5ZOyIaSL7KlnR6kOIH_QkuuRprSS6o5Nu31TXS67hzVpzapUzA7GrcD7tSpjFirTHEcs-d6UE56nZitYJHFLrBW_3uhw2a5b9mLtnoyzAQ-zUrLTnyRX8YLp9v8mAqrzKe-MJCN_VJhES01bP4VwIx_Xi3NOq6iYVp2PTId9mhYcC3Po27CmIfkEXm8hJEBnFQci2R0Ux-Wlp9luW3n_HkKvfgX_pwevW973lLvfwLl9eVgwzo14nhba6IkiAlZyNtN_UdAg9lAa1lLrQ63ZgSHvZ_UB9sgNyAkgDtLfZB700-NiV_nEllUVS6vBBX1HsLvp1Z1x-Ai8xk9-RXRzhhN3Y7NC5sKTpf5Z4XUmuhZrsCQGSQG0Hjs2lF794TA_P4WZEQYTnGv3HsWNk_Pw5NcFoAZUAIkdh6aegmwTikC8nCw3gnp3mki5gPVd14os_D8LFq0uYDeK5Ey8BYyLwRndElUgfhAiIDuXEVoYDiE2wWQiKiqbucXS-w81xvBJuh48798GiDfR0w0xw8N7YQoDdKTCDalCsmoD0rn3TV10tk19qw_XSEvkXc263LbLaXlfX8gQ8AnINvaBDQHdPAAN3rYHKTM0ZRdo7qX00UjLV7l0dNx2dOXeT-ZBl1HFzSLDDpmqtELzavH-Z9BhVt7ag8gjK2rcy2aoYel10xcmvwKwEt9VLmFqONc3EwXJnQ-kh3Sqa1ZrLvRYn3Sq9vQAoFO6MuTtfG0hgW4I-hvTTngDJ2bmJ-_N76aj0Bn76cwxUq4xkH&sai=AMfl-YQ3Yt1U3Mr7PvFenbe6suWK3VuyUZ2gVtWb4iRNdGD6qdqoUkNjexs4Ed_LrhA1_E6-7XnAisaOLcptm7tI7HVXMDRE8fjxtXu9U0PLoWakhtXLqCJf8aVVX8TziaBQGBwrKTUDrvvTSmtVqVAyXasiaR55qvMJYe6j27q5S0SyJKQ7NW12q-_lBvbmFzoQ_sU5WwtxLt6Bf3ZiyuGCd5SRA8e7rrj7gD0Q3mnV_Gco0fKOLd6GZZszhP5N4i7TBF03ArqzKytWzNtUCBWXFZ3MFsdKw8iaAPvH_-Cx5LJ3PtnRMXFrTH7bLge5HwOL0WjXEbWFlO1jM_OD1jgY6CrWS1Ep&sig=Cg0ArKJSzLpvioYXnqhw&cry=1&fbs_aeid=%5Bgw_fbsaeid%5D&crd=aHR0cHM6Ly92b2x2b2NhcnMuY29t&urlfix=1&adurl=https://www.volvocars.com/us/v/offers/xc40/%3Futm_source%3DN889927.279382DBMVOLVO_US_XAXIS-%26utm_medium%3DDisplay%26utm_content%3Dxc40rng-for-every-you-mhev_MY24_conversion_limited-offer_static_970x250%26utm_date%3D240101%26utm_campaign%3DVLZ_NAT_009_us_xc40_consideration-appeal_2401_DV360-full-funnel%26dclid%3D%25edclid!

“To me, one of the issues when you start a new program like this is you should have
a way to monitor and evaluate the effectiveness of it,” Howard said.

Steve Vockrodt contributed reporting

This story was originally published August 16, 2019, 10:28 AM.
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Jonathan Shorman covers Kansas politics and the Legislature for The Wichita Eagle and The Kansas City Star. He's
been covering politics for six years, first in Missouri and now in Kansas. He holds a journalism degree from the
University of Kansas.
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