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Coordinator:
Welcome and thank you for standing by. At this time, all participants are in a listen only mode until the question and answer session of today’s conference. At that time you may press star 1 on you touchtone phone to ask a question. I'd also like to inform all parties that today’s call is being recorded. If you have any objections, you may disconnect at this time.


I would now like to turn the call over to Mr. Massie Ritsch. Thank you. Sir, you may begin.

Massie Ritsch:
Thanks (Angela). Good afternoon everybody and thanks for your patience. This is a popular conversation and so we want to take a little extra time to make sure everybody got on the call.


This is Massie Ritsch, Deputy Assistant Secretary for External Affairs and Outreach at the U.S. Department of Education. We’re delighted that we've got our friends from the Department of Health and Human Services on the line to talk with you today.


As (Angela) said, we are recording and transcribing the call and we'll make this available on ed.gov as part of our transparency effort.


This is a call intended for stakeholders and the Early Learning community to get an update on the Early Learning Challenge Fund. This is not intended for press purposes but we may have some folks from the press on and we welcome them.


At this time I want to turn things over to our Secretary of Education Arne Duncan.

Arne Duncan:
Thanks to all of you for joining. We have well over 500 people on the call. And I appreciate you just taking a moment to make sure everybody got on. I want to take this opportunity to update you on our progress in securing an unprecedented investment in Early Learning programs.


The Obama administration has a cradle to career plan to improve education for students of all ages. We need to educate our way to a better economy. We need to prepare our students for success in kindergarten and beyond. We need to reform our schools so the students are prepared to succeed in college and careers. And we need to make college affordable for every child.


President Obama is investing heavily in education. His fiscal 2011 budget calls for increases in education at every level. He proposed an increase of $1 billion for the Head Start program in HHS. He proposed a $3 billion increase for elementary and secondary education programs. That’s the largest increase ever proposed by a President.


In higher education the budget includes $156 billion for new loans, grants and work-study assistance. That’s enough to help three out of five college students pay tuition next year.


Large parts of the early education agenda and Early Learning agenda are included in the Student Aid and Fiscal Responsibility Act, SAFRA. The House has passed the SAFRA bill last year and now that bill is in the Senate and we’re hopeful that they will pass it as well.


Many people think of this bill as a higher education bill and it’s absolutely true it will help bring down the cost of college by increasing Pell Grants. It'll make it easier for borrowers to pay off their loans especially teachers and other public servants. It will also make critically important investments in strengthening our community colleges around the country.


But as many of you know, this bill will make an unprecedented investment in Early Learning programs, $9.3 billion over the next decade. As all of you know, the importance of the Early Learning years in a child’s life is well known to all. We are committed to improving the health, social, emotional and educational outcomes for our nation’s children. The heart of our Early Learning agenda will be in the new Challenge Fund, which we will jointly administer with HHS.


The Challenge Fund will incentivize states to set high standards in their Early Learning programs and to measure success against those standards. It will challenge states to improve the quality of Early Learning experiences for all young children but especially for children with low-income families.


The ultimate goal is that all children will enter kindergarten with the cognitive, social-emotional and physical skills necessary for success. And they will build on that success in the years ahead as they move through the K to 12 system. They'll eventually graduate and enroll in college and succeed in careers.


In the bill now in Congress the Early Learning and the higher education agendas will be paid for by simply ending the taxpayer subsidies to banks. Under the current program, taxpayers are scheduled to provide almost $9 billion a year to support student loans made by banks.


We believe the banking industry has had a free ride from taxpayers for too long. We want to cut out the middleman and invest these staggering annual savings in our cradle-to-career plan to improve education for students of all ages.


We will put the savings from the student loan programs to good use by making college more affordable for all, something that will benefit the caregivers, teachers and supervisors working in Early Learning programs today. They'll have access to the financial aid that they need to pursue the certification, Bachelor’s degrees and advanced degrees they need to improve in their job and move up the career ladder.


All of this, all of this can be made possible by making the responsible choice to stop subsidizing banks in the student loan program. President Obama has set a goal that the United States will once again lead the world in college completion by the end of the decade, by 2020.


Right now only about 40% of our young adults are graduating from college to again lead the world as we did two decades ago, we need to increase that number to 60%. To succeed we have to provide the best learning opportunities for our children starting at the youngest of ages.


Some day well past 2020 the children born this year will be looking to pay for their college education. The choices made in Washington today can help them pay for college when they’re ready.


I'd like to conclude now and introduce the Health and Human Services Secretary Kathleen Sebelius. Secretary Sebelius has been an extraordinary partner on many projects over this past year.


We've worked closely on Early Learning issues since we both came to Washington. And I look forward to working with her in the future to ensure that all children have access to high quality Early Learning programs. Secretary Sebelius, all yours.

Kathleen Sebelius:
Thanks so much Secretary Duncan and thank you all again for being on the call today. First I want to just say that America’s children have a terrific advocate in Arne Duncan here in D.C. I don't know anybody who’s more passionate about increasing opportunity for America’s kids or more willing to try new ideas and fight tough fights to make it happen.


And I've seen this up close and personal because over the last year we have worked closely together on issues dealing with keeping our kids safe from the H1N1 flu to reducing childhood obesity. And as Secretary Duncan mentioned, one of the most important issues we've been working on from day one is early childhood development.


As you know better than anyone, this is a top priority for President Obama. He said from the start that this administration should be guided by science. And increasingly we know what the best science tells us, that the first years of our children’s lives are some of the most important. We know that learning begins at birth and many of the biggest changes in our kid’s brains happen before the age of five. So we've got to act on this science.


In doing that we developed a birth to five agenda making sure our kids get as much enrichment, stimulation and support as possible during these critical early years. We took an important step last year when the President signed the Children’s Health Insurance Reauthorization Act, which has helped us to already extend coverage to more than two and a half million new children in this past year.


Another important step was made when we invested over $4 billion in Early Learning as part of the Recovery Act including expanding childcare and Head start and almost doubling early Head Start. Those investments are continued in the President’s 2011 budget, which calls for $1.6 billion in new childcare funding and nearly a billion dollars in new funds for Head Start.


But we need to go further. We need to make sure that our kids get the most out of these programs and others. And we need to ensure that these settings are where kids spend so much of their time are providing all the support our children need to succeed from academic preparation to social skills to good nutrition. And that’s where the Early Learning Challenge Fund comes in.


Under the Challenge Fund, states will be able to compete for funding to make comprehensive system wide improvements in their Early Learning programs. States that are awarded funds will raise standards across Early Learning programs; improve professional development so that teachers and childcare providers are well trained and create ratings systems that incentivize quality while giving parents critical information they can use to make the best possible decisions for their children.


The Challenge Fund also encourages states to think broadly about healthy child development and school readiness. Focusing not only about what happens in a classroom but getting parents involved in looking at the children’s health. All of the efforts are guided by the evidence and informed by data collection and meaningful assessment tools that lead to better programs.


We’re already seeing similar initiatives work well for our K through 12 schools. Now we need to take the same rigorous approach in our early childhood programs. It means making sure that our kids get the best curriculum, the strongest staff and the most access to all the supports that they need.


So today I want to thank you all for the support you provided over the last year for our birth to five agenda. I want to assure you that our departments of Education and Health and Human Services and this entire administration are going to continue to do everything we can to give our children a strong and healthy start to life.


The Early [Learning] Challenge Fund proposal helps us move closer to all of these goals. There’s an old saying that if a job’s worth doing it’s worth doing well. If we believe that early childhood development is worth doing, and certainly we do, we need to commit to doing it well. And so the bill pending is a chance for us to take a big step in that direction.


And now to talk more about how our departments are collaborating and working together on this issue, I want to turn things over to Joan Lombardi who’s my Deputy Assistant Secretary for Early Childhood Development in the Office of Children and Families in the Department of HHS. Joan.

Joan Lombardi:
Well thank you very much. I'm honored to follow Secretary Duncan and Secretary Sebelius who have not only demonstrated leadership on early childhood but have modeled the type of collaboration that we know is needed if we’re to promote holistic child development and learning.


As many of you know, the two departments have been working together to promote key principles. These principles include increasing the number of children, particularly low income children in high quality programs, focusing our efforts on children prenatal through eight since we know continuity is so important and taking a systems approach to improving quality.


What do we mean by a systems approach? We know that in order to make real progress for young children, we need to pull together across programs, across Head Start, childcare, pre K and really focus on the common elements to quality.


That is why over the past months Departments of Health and Human Services and Education together have been focused on learning about what innovations are taking place in states to promote these core elements and systems that include quality standards, appropriate assessments, professional development, family engagement, health promotion and coordinated data systems.


These are the core elements of an early childhood system but we know that incentives are needed to move these improvements forward. In addition, we also know that coordinated governance is critically important. We want to continue to promote this coordinated governance structures at the federal, state and local level.


We’re working to assure that every state has a state advisory council. As you know, there’s funding available for every state to put this structure in place. Many of you have been involved in these state efforts. We continue to encourage states to move their state advisory councils forward.


Finally, these state structures should also link to coordination at the local level. We are tracking those communities that are promoting innovative planning birth to eight and developing hubs of support for quality assurance across programs.


We’re doing this through many of our efforts in both departments. And to talk about these and other things, I want to turn it over to a terrific partner Jacqueline Jones who as you know has the distinction of being a senior advisor on early learning to Secretary Duncan. Jacqueline.

Jacqueline Jones:
Thank you Joan and thank you for the partnership that Health and Human Services has shown to us over these past few months. It’s been just a terrific experience and we are so grateful to you. I just want to underscore to the folks who are on the call our thanks to the early childhood community for the hard work that you all do to move the field forward and meet the needs of young children and their families especially for the most vulnerable.


As Joan has mentioned, we have been guided by collaboration between the two departments. And I just wanted to mention a couple of the things that we're- that we’re working on that I think are so important for that collaboration as we move forward.


We are delighted that the President’s 2011 budget contains a request of $200 million for Promised Neighborhoods in particular. Based on the model of the Harlem Children Zone, this work has potential to build strong Early Learning programs in the context of communities.


And this work will certainly call on inter agency expertise to be effective. And we've already had conversations across the departments about the ways in which we can use our expertise and experience to make this a really successful endeavor.


The Departments of Education and Health and Human Services have also been planning a series of outreach meetings. We've been talking about these and we will certainly be sending out information on those as soon as the dates are finalized.


We really want to be able to hear what you have to say out there about the major issues that face us. And some of those issues have to do with the workforce and family engagement, looking at standards and assessments, the things that really guide the work that we have before us. And we’re so eager to hear what you have to say and to really use this as we - as we move forward.


So I just want to thank Secretary Sebelius and Joan for the work that they've allowed us to continue to do as we've collaborated together. And I know that we will continue to have a successful collaboration as we move forward.


So thank you again to the folks on the call for the work you do everyday on behalf of young children and their families. And Massie I'm turning it over to you.

Massie Ritsch:
Great. Thanks Jacqueline, Joan and thank you to our Secretaries. They had to jump off the line. But we did want to take a few questions. We got a late start so I'm not sure how much time we'll be able to spend on this. But we've got a good representation of people on the call.


So (Angela), why don't we open things up for questions?

Coordinator:
Okay. And at this time if anyone would like to ask a question, please press star 1 on your phone, un-mute your phone and record your name clearly when prompted. Again, if you'd like to ask a question, press star 1 on your phone. And it will take just a moment for the first to come through.

Massie Ritsch:
So while we’re doing that folks, in the email invitation, which I assume you all got in some form yesterday, we included a few links to fact sheets and remarks that the Secretaries made. You may want to spend some time with those to learn about things in greater detail. Also a link to the House Education and Labor’s site where there’s great information about the Early Learning Challenge Fund and how it fits into SAFRA. So I recommend that.


Just also want to thank the organizations that helped spread the word about today’s call. We had great turnout considering especially the short notice that we gave you. But we’re - we were very interested in talking to folks all over the country and you really reached out to your affiliates. So we appreciate that.


And why don't we now take an opportunity to hear from a few of you. We welcome comments, questions to the extent that we are able to answer them. We would appreciate if you keep things focused on the topic today so that we can drill into it for a little bit further.


And so why don't we open things up now (Angela)?

Coordinator:
Okay. Our first question is from Linda Carmona with the Alliance for Early Care and Education. Go ahead. Your line is open.

Linda Carmona:
Yes. Good afternoon to all of you. I'm really supportive and excited about the opportunities that the Early Learning Challenge Fund presents to all of us in the state of Florida and across the country.


My biggest concern is about workforce development. And that’s to the extent that I represent and organization that has about 1100 private childcare providers in the city of Miami who primarily serve children to our school readiness program subsidized childcare.


And our biggest issue is that we can't afford to pay our teachers a worthy and dignified wage for the work that they do. And so we’re always coming up against - butting our heads up against things like the CCDBG (Child Care Development Block Grant) Fund where even though our state plan says that we’re supposed to be reimbursed at the 75th percentile of the fair market rate throughout our state, we don't get reimbursed at that rate. And so we can barely afford to pay our teachers minimum wage.


I'm discouraged somewhat by not hearing enough about what we can do to help the workforce really develop and get the credentials and the professional development that they need to move forward with the plan.

Massie Ritsch:
Okay. Thanks Linda. Joan, I wonder if that’s something you would like to address.

Joan Lombardi:
Sure. Well, you know, I couldn't agree more. We know that the adults in children's' lives are the most important people in children’s lives and that includes their parents and the people who are spending their days together with them in all types of settings.


So we have tried to put additional focus on learning and promoting innovative strategies so that the states are moving forward both in the programs the Department of Education runs through higher education but also through the Child Care and Development Block Grant.


We are concerned. We want to make sure that as we expand to more children in CCDBG we also assure that those rates are keeping pace with the needs of the programs out there and also concerned about affordable co-payments. And those three things really go together.


So we hear you on that. We are very interested in learning about new ways that states are promoting professional development but also the resources and support that the workforce that supports the rest of the American workforce especially working families can continue to move forward.


So we hear you. It’s one of the reasons we’re going to do a special outreach meeting on it and we want to promote the most innovative strategies we can.

Jacqueline Jones:
This is Jacqueline. I just want to underscore Joan’s point that one of the reasons we are devoting an outreach meeting to the workforce is because we know that this is such an important issue. We've been - we've had study groups looking at this issue. It is not forgotten.


We really want to be able to understand the issues and understand the financing that underlies this work. So we have this at the - at the forefront of our thinking. I just want you to know that.

Massie Ritsch:
Thanks for the question. Why don't we go to our next questioner and folks when you identify yourself, please let us know what organization you’re with and where you might be located in the country.

Coordinator:
Okay. Our next question is from Dave Edie I believe is the last name, Wisconsin Council on Children and Families. Go ahead. Your line is open.

Massie Ritsch:
Dave, are you there? All right. We may not have Dave. So why don't we go to our next questioner?

Coordinator:
Okay. One moment. All right. We have Cynthia Gallagher of New York State Education Department. Go ahead. Your line is open.

Cynthia Gallagher:
Well first thanks to you all for holding this meeting or this conference call today and trying to get out the latest word on some of your efforts. Thank you very much.


I heard some differences - a little different age grouping which was nice to hear in terms of zero to age eight. Some of the early version I think of the Early Learning Challenge Fund that we had been reading focused on zero to five.


I was wondering if you could expand on that just a little bit or is that fairly consistent with what you had intended all along?

Massie Ritsch:
Jacqueline, you want to take that one?

Jacqueline Jones:
Sure. I think that what we see in the Challenge Fund is technically a zero to five or birth to five agenda. But we’re certainly going to promote those connections to the K-3 arena. So technically it’s birth to - it’s birth to five but again, I think embedded in this work will be strong, strong connections to K-3.

Joan Lombardi:
And, you know, I'll just second that both Jacqueline and I have right from the beginning really talked about a prenatal through eight agenda because we know it’s that continuity that makes all the difference. And so that’s why you’re hearing, you know, both.

Cynthia Gallagher:
Thank you.

Massie Ritsch:
Great. Thanks. Next question please.

Coordinator:
And our next question is from (Ann Bryan), the Governor’s Office, state of, excuse me, of North Carolina. Go ahead. Your line is open.

(Ann Bryan):
Thank you very much. I just wanted to ask a question to get a sense of the timing for the remainder of the legislative process, if you could give us some idea about that.

Massie Ritsch:
Well, of course, this is Congress and specifically the Senate’s course to decide. So we’re just very eager to see this move forward. And so we'll be watching closely as we know you will be.


How about our - why don't we take another - one final question if we could? (Angela).

Coordinator:
Okay.

Massie Ritsch:
Folks we just - we've got a queue...

Coordinator:
One moment.

Massie Ritsch:
...here so we’re just working through it. Popular call today.

Coordinator:
Okay. And our next question is from Stacy Callender of State Early Advisory Council of Mississippi. Go ahead. Your line is open.

Stacy Callender:
Oh, sorry about that. I had my hand mute on. I was needing some direction. I know from the last time we got together with a group we were talking about data systems and moving that forward. And we were told that people in Education and Health and Human Services would be working on issues of FERPA and HIPAA.


But as we’re moving forward, we continue to hit blocks about - I think a lot of states are moving to a data warehouse model and trying to do that. But we continue to have people reluctant to participate with us. And we want to see about how we can move forward on that with that and whether three would be some guidance coming down on that issue.

Massie Ritsch:
Jacqueline, why...

Jacqueline Jones:
Yeah.

Massie Ritsch:
...you want to take that one?

Jacqueline Jones:
Sure. You know, we certainly hear you on FERPA and HIPAA issues. And we are having a sort of series of meetings and looking at how we collect data. There are several data groups meeting and those issues are in the forefront. And we really hope to be able to get some guidance out. But we've not at all put that aside.


It's, as you know, a pretty complicated issue and we just want to be able to get it right. So hold on tight and we'll try to get some guidance out to you as soon as we can.

Joan Lombardi:
And I think just to add to that, you know, it would be helpful to us I think to hear from you about your specific issues.

Jacqueline Jones:
Absolutely.

Joan Lombardi:
So anything that you want - you know, if you want us to do a call with you, we can arrange that. Because the more specific we get about the issues that stand in the way of a more systemic approach the better.

Jacqueline Jones:
I think that’s absolutely true. So as we can hear from you about the very specific, as Joan had said, the very specific issues that you face, that would be enormously helpful to us. That’s great.

Massie Ritsch:
Yeah. Thanks for that offer. Folks, unfortunately we’re going to have to end today’s call. I know there were additional lingering questions. I think you folks know our Early Learning staff at ED and at HHS as well. You also are well represented by associations here in Washington, a number of whom we'll be seeing tomorrow I believe to talk about the budget proposal. So funnel those questions through them and we'll do our best to answer them.


Again, I want to thank everybody for getting on with us this afternoon and especially those of you who are not here in Washington. It was good to have the chance to talk to you. And we will hope to stay in touch and thanks again for spending a little time with us today.

Coordinator:
And that does conclude today’s conference. Thank you for participating. You may disconnect at this time.

END

