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Coordinator:
Good afternoon and thank you all for standing by. This is the conference coordinator. All lines will be placed on listen-only until we're ready for the question and answer session of today's call.

This call is also being recorded. If you have any objections, please disconnect. I would now like to introduce your speaker, Ms. Suzanne Immerman. You may begin, ma'am. Thank you.

Suzanne Immerman:
Good afternoon. Thanks. And thanks, everyone, for calling in this afternoon or this morning, wherever you're calling from. I want to welcome you to our quarterly conference call with Secretary of Education Arne Duncan.

As always, we're delighted that so many of you are interested in hearing directly from the Secretary about what's happening here in Washington, DC. And we want to give you the opportunity to ask questions directly of the Secretary. So without further ado, I'm going to turn it over to you, Arne.

Arne Duncan:
Thanks. I'll be quick. Thanks for so many people taking time out to have the conversation. I'll walk through a couple issues and open up to any questions you might have.


Two things we're working on across the country now are the Jobs Act, which is obviously, you know, an uphill battle in Congress. No question about it. What it would mean for education -- $30 billion to save educator jobs; $30 billion for renovation or rehab.


On the educator jobs quickly, while we saved a couple hundred thousand jobs under the Recovery funds, obviously those are running out. And over the past year alone, the past 12 months, we've lost about 200,000 teacher jobs around the country, which obviously is not good for anything.


And we're concerned that without an influx of resources from us, we could use maybe another 280,000 jobs over the next 12 months. So a real need there, trying to push very hard.


On the construction, the renovation, the rehab side -- $30 billion there; 25 would be for K-12 schools; 5 would be for community colleges. And while $30 billion sounds like a big number -- it is a big number -- we estimate around the country the real need in terms of modernization on the facilities is closer to $270 billion.


This gets us, you know, just barely more than 10% of the way there if we get this passed. And many superintendents are doing exactly what I was, what I did, what I would be doing in Chicago if I was still there -- is if money's tough, you defer maintenance. And you don't have too many other choices.


But I've been to just too many schools around the country, including a community college yesterday in North Carolina, where great, great work going on, but just in antiquated facilities. And children deserve better.


So we're continuing to push on on those. You know, Congress obviously won't pass the bill as a whole. We tried to put it in pieces, and we're continuing to work as hard as we can there.


Secondly, on a more positive note -- and we don't need Congress' help on this one -- the President is announcing in Denver today making it much, much easier for folks to repay college loans at the back end. And these reductions will be up to a couple hundred dollars per month for young people.

We have a lot of information on our Web site, student aid dot ed, E-D, dot gov. And between that and loan consolidation, which we'll come forward with in January, we think more than 7.5 million people can benefit.


And obviously these are just really tough times. Individuals are hurting. Families are hurting. It's hard for young people coming out of college to get a good-paying job or any job at all. And for us to be able to literally provide relief now, better able folks to, you know, pay the rent, pay the mortgage, make the car note, buy groceries, whatever it might be.


This will reduce debt. This will ultimately help, you know, reduce default rate, ultimately help the country. And we're thrilled just to be able to act and not have to wait on Congress there.


Third, on (ESEA) reauthorization, where we are up in the waiver process, we are absolutely moving full steam ahead on the waiver process. We've had 41, 42, states show interest, which has been fantastic. Working very closely with (unintelligible) and chief state school officers. Obviously different from Race to the Top and other things, there's no competition between states. So states can help each other and work together.


We think a handful of those states -- 10 or 15 -- will feel they're ready to apply in the November window. And we look forward to putting out the first waivers either at the close of the calendar year or early in January.


And for me, the trade-off here is very simple where states will commit to a couple things -- maintaining high standards, college and (unintelligible) standards; where they will continue to be serious about teacher and principal evaluation and support; where they will take on underperforming schools and chronic achievement gaps.


We want to provide a lot more flexibility, frankly get out of the way, hold them accountable for that high bar, give them room to move. And there's just been tremendous interest out there.

We have the ability to provide waivers for up to four months - I'm sorry, four years. We will renew these annually. And if states give us a great plan but then don't execute against it -- there will be, you know, have work plans, be monitoring their progress going forward -- we absolutely have the ability to revoke that waiver.


What we're looking for for states are much more thoughtful, comprehensive accountability systems going way beyond test scores, looking at graduation rates, looking at reducing dropout rates, looking at college-going rates, looking at college perseverance rates, access to AP classes.


This is really a chance to think in a very different way, moving away from just looking at absolute test scores, proficiency rates; looking at growth and gain, and how much is every child, every school improving. And a real chance for folks to innovate and be much more thoughtful -- not just on the accountability side, but on the resource side.


And obviously everybody's struggling for money. One thing we want to do as part of this waiver package is give a lot more flexibility around the use of Title I funds -- be much less prescriptive top-down here from Washington and across the country. That would give flexibility to districts for up to an additional billion dollars, which we think is very, very significant.


So a chance to be creative on the evaluations and accountability side. A chance not to have new money, but to have a lot more flexibility with existing money.


In terms of the authorization process working its way through Congress, part of the reason we moved forward with waivers was because of our impatience with the lack of progress in Congress. We hoped the waiver package would spur Congress to start to take this more seriously, and I'm pleased to report that it has.


You have folks in the Senate, in a bi-partisan way -- Chairman Harkin and Senator Enzi -- working together on a package that may be about the only thing Congress is working on in a bi-partisan way today, which is encouraging.


So I've been very supportive of the process. On the substance I've been less supportive of frankly. And what we don't want to do is take a step backwards in terms of accountability, in terms of emphasizing the tremendous role that great teachers and great principals play in students' lives.

And so we want to keep folks working and talking. It's still early innings there, but we want to make sure that we're not walking away from a high bar in accountability. We know a lot of No Child Left Behind was broken. We want to fix that, but we don't want to slow the reform movement at a time we have to get better faster than ever before.


So still working, you know, closely with everyone there, both in the Senate and the House. And we hope we can get to a better place in terms of the substance of the bill.


Finally, two quick updates on competitions we have out there. The applications were due about a week or two ago on the Early Learning Challenge, Race to the Top 3. We were thrilled to have 35 states apply. Fantastic amount of hard work that went on at the state level.


In partnership with HHS and Kathleen Sebelius, we'll make award grants in December. And those grants, depending on the size of the state, will range from $50 million to about $100 million. Obviously it's going to be a very stiff competition between the states. Makes the job of the peer reviewers difficult, but we want that. And (unintelligible).

So that's in December. The more immediate announcement will be next month in November around the next round of the Investing in Innovations Fund. And we received 587 applications there. We will pick the ones we're going to fund, as I said, in the next couple weeks.


All the applications you can currently review now at data dot ed dot gov, and the foundation registry i3. And obviously you guys were amazingly helpful on the first round. We want you to continue to collaborate.

Depending on the size of the grants, scale-up and validation and development grants, we'll be asking for matches of different sizes and hope you can continue to partner, help out there as you have in such an amazingly helpful way in the past.


Finally, we'll be getting, in the next month or so, performance reports from an annual report from the 49 winners from last year's i3. And it'll be good for us all to go through that and look at where everyone is, what we're learning together, what's working, what's not.


But overall I've been very, very pleased with the progress there. And i3 is going to send an appropriations and (ESEA) proposal. So when it comes to the House, we hope we'll continue to be there.


So things here are not dull, but a lot of moving parts, but overall very pleased with the progress. And again, thanks for the amazing partnerships. I'll stop there and open it up for questions on anything.

Coordinator:
Thank you, sir. At this time we're ready to begin the question and answer session. If you would like to ask a question, please press Star 1. You will be prompted to record your name. Press Star 1 and record your name, please, to ask a question. Press Star 2 to withdraw your request. One moment, sir, for the first question.

Suzanne Immerman:
And we will let everyone know that we are recording this call and having a transcript as well. So we'll post the transcript and the recording from our call, including the question and answer period online, hopefully by tomorrow.


And thanks to the Council on Foundations and Grantmakers for Children, Youth and Families, and Grantmakers for Education for always helping to get the word out about these calls, and helping spread the word.


I know we've got over 160 people on the phone. Don't be shy. This is your chance to ask Arne any questions you might have.

Coordinator:
As a reminder, if you would like to ask a question, press Star 1.

Suzanne Immerman:
Okay, here we go. Thanks, everyone. All right, methinks we're having some technical difficulties here, everyone. Thanks for your patience.

Coordinator:
Ma'am, our first question comes from a (Nora Barrett). Your line is open. (Nora), your line may be muted. We're not able to hear you.
(Nora Barrett):
I apologize. I wonder if you can tell us, Secretary Duncan, from your perspective, what would be most useful in terms of supporting data-driven student achievement outcomes from funders.
Arne Duncan:
Great question. So I think there's a couple different pieces of that depending on, you know, which district or which state you're looking at. Some districts, some states, don't yet have the technology they need or the systems in place to be able to do strong data-driven instruction decision-making.

We've spent a lot of our money on a lot of (unintelligible) data systems. But it's not, you know, universally out there. So obviously that's a starting point. And then the second point was that, you know, once that is in place, then working to build that culture, doing the professional development, helping folks to embrace this -- not as something that's about GOTCHA, but it's about continuous improvement and getting better. There's often some initial wariness and suspicion. It tends to go away pretty quickly and is embraced. I guess it would be a couple-step process in there.


And then finally, I think, again whether it's around, you know, improving outcomes at the elementary grades or whether it's making sure students graduate from high school, college and career-ready; or whether you're looking at not just college access, but attainment and completion, I think the more funders are being very clear with potential grantees that you only want to put resources where you're getting a real sense of your ROI.

And is this not just a feel-good program, but are we making a difference in young people's lives. I think the greater clarity you can add there, the better.


Not to go on too long on this one, but one thing we've been trying to work pretty hard with the corporate community is we think the corporate community's been very generous, particularly around K-12 education. We estimate conservatively that you contribute about at least $3 billion a year through your philanthropic effort.


But we're not convinced a lot of that, frankly, is being driven around sort of evidence-based giving. And having a greater discipline there, just as you do on the corporate side or the business side of your work, we think would help to drive and leverage more change and education reform, and you would get much greater bang for your buck, for your generosity.

Coordinator:
Thank you. Our next question comes from (Stephanie Powers).

(Stephanie Powers):
Good afternoon, Mr. Secretary. Thanks very much for your time. I'm at the Council on Foundations. And I think I want to give you maybe a moment just to opine a bit. It's not so much a question related to funders per se.


But the overall concern about, you know, the high cost of post-secondary education, I'm kind of thinking today and a lot on my mind about this college loan announcement that the President made. And it doesn't really get at the real root issue for low-income individuals in the country, and for young people who are coming from families where we see the income gap growing and growing.

You know, for men with high school degrees only, the decline in their incomes has been very precipitous certainly in the past few decades. And it doesn't look like that's improving much. We know post-secondary education is one of the keys, so what about the underlying problem about the cost of higher education? And, you know, what are you - where can we go with that?

Arne Duncan:
Yeah, great question. I get asked that almost every day. I don't have a simple answer on it. So first of all we know many colleges and universities have been raising tuition at a significantly steeper rate than the rate of inflation. So there hasn't been across-the-board, you know, tremendous efficiency there, and that's a challenge.


In their defense, many places are having tremendous cuts, you know, at the state level. And when their budgets are reduced - I think a place like California, I think, has cut funding, you know, 25, 30% -- something crazy. Places don't have much options but to increase tuition costs.


So this is a tough one. I'll say a couple things. First of all, we've been pushing community colleges very, very hard. We think community colleges, particularly with the maximum Pell grant of $5,550, you can basically go there with almost no out-of-pocket expenses. We think there's real value there.


More and more community colleges are increasing graduation rates, helping students either transfer to a four-year institution or go and get real jobs. So for families struggling, that's an option.


And then I will say that obviously we're still pushing very, very hard on K-12 reform. There's a long way to go there, but I think we unquestionably have the best system of higher education in the world today. We have over 6000 options.


And I think, you know, young people and families are smart and savvy. They want to get a great education, but they want to get value for their money as well. And so we're asking for much more transparency from colleges and universities around graduation rates, around four-year costs -- not just that first year cost.


And you have some places not with escalating cost increases, but actually holding the line, containing costs. You have some places going to three-year programs rather than four, significantly reducing costs. You have other folks going to no-frill universities, no-frill (unintelligible).


So I think ultimately the marketplace is going to play here. And, you know, people are going to choose to go to a good university where they can get a good education, but at a reasonable cost. And where you have bad actors that are again increasing costs way above rate of inflation, I think ultimately they're going to lost market share.


This is not one where we can, you know, easily legislate or mandate. We try to help at unprecedented levels on the front end -- $40 billion increase in Pell grants as of today. We're trying to help in a very significant way on the back end.


None of those, to your point, directly get at the actual cost that universities charge and that families have to bear. But I think the combination of our help at the front and the back, making savvy choices, and the competitive pressures that the marketplace will play here, I think, as a country we'll get to the right spot.

Coordinator:
Thank you. Our next question comes from (Carr Thompson). Your line is open.
(Carr Thompson):
Thank you so much. Thank you, Mr. Secretary. We're in this climate and we recognize the value of a very strong STEM education for American students. And I know that DOE is continuing to encourage and move states toward excellence in education, particularly in these areas of learning.


With the National Science Standards, the framework is being rolled out now. And with the standards coming out in 2013, will the Department play a role at all in helping to move these national standards forward by supporting the creation of professional development and assessments for these standards?

Arne Duncan:
So a couple thoughts. First of all, I'm so thrilled with the leadership of folks moving forward at the state level on the standard side. This is clearly something that if we mandate or force this from Washington, this thing dies.


The fact that 45 states have adopted, you know, college or career-ready standards in a national benchmark around English language, art and math is a huge, huge step in the right direction. This is a massive game-changer. Science coming right behind that is fantastic.


So we want to support. We want to encourage. We don't want to mandate. We spend a lot of money around professional development today that I'm not convinced we're getting the greatest bang for the buck. And given these tough economic times, I don't know if we're going to have a huge influx of new resources.


But across the country now we spend about $2.5 billion on Title II, which is professional development money. That is honestly probably the least beneficial money that we spend. If you add in state and local spending, it would be north of probably $5 billion.


And so we probably under-invest before we invest more. I think we can do a much better job of helping teachers, but particularly teachers in the STEM fields, get the skills they need. And there's a real opportunity here.


We need to do two things. We need to do much better, much higher-quality professional development for existing teachers. Send them back to school to get those, you know, certifications, and get the endorsements they need. Not just at high school, but at the, you know, the middle and the elementary grades where teachers start to lose their competence, their sense of excellence in math and science, and therefore students turn out.


So we need to work with existing teachers. And the President's also challenged us to recruit 100,000 new STEM teachers as teachers retire -- the Baby Boom generation -- over the next 10 years.


I actually met today with a fantastic group that I would encourage you to look at called the 100K in 10. It's a set of collaborations -- businesses, non-profits, universities -- an amazing coalition of folks from around the country, who are committed to helping us hit the President's goal of recruiting this next generation's talent to come in.


So we want to help not just on the professional development side, but also on the recruitment of the next generation. This is another example of a fantastic public-private partnership. They're up to about 30,000 young (unintelligible) they think they can produce over the next 10 years.


There's been some very generous funding from the philanthropic and corporate community, and it's been a partnership that's been fun to watch really take off in a short amount of time.

Coordinator:
Thank you. Our next question comes from (Laura Overdeck).

(Laura Overdeck):

Oh, yes. Thank you, Mr. Secretary. One of the criticisms of NCLB has been that because of the heavy focus on kids who are not passing tests and not making it, that there's a tendency for teachers and schools to look at their students who are doing okay and saying, "Oh, good. They're passing the test. We don't have to work too hard on them."

And as a result, there's a lot of under-learning happening where while some kids are struggling, others are sitting through material that they know year after year, especially since with budget cuts, a lot of schools have gotten rid of enrichment or, you know, honors classes and things like that.


And it's troublesome. A study just found that if the teacher's given a classroom with a range of skills in it, they will gravitate towards teaching of the 23rd percentile, which means that 77% of the kids are learning less than they could.


And I guess, you know, particularly with STEM where kids really should be able to get ahead -- we want them to be able to accelerate -- in this climate, how do you think this problem fits in with what you're been talking about? And is there a role nationally to raise awareness about this?

Arne Duncan:
Yes, I absolutely share that concern. It's obviously - with the previous focus on a broken No Child Left Behind law, just looking at absolute test scores, looking at proficiency rates, both those students who are already well ahead of that and those students who are below that often got neglected. Got overlooked.


The (unintelligible) structure was all wrong, you know, many people just focusing on that small percentage of students right around that midpoint. So for me the fix is actually a very simple one. It's one that's been embraced by everyone I've talked to. It's been a part of our (ESEA) reauthorization blueprint for a long time now, that is incorporated in (unintelligible) waivers.

We want to look at growth and gain, not absolute test scores. So I want to look at are gifted students getting better each year, or are folks just resting on their laurels about having students that come in, you know, already above the mark. How are those students in the middle? How are those students with disabilities improving?


And I've yet to meet - you know, I go to hundreds and hundreds of schools. I've yet to meet a teacher or principal who was scared of accountability. They just want it to be fair. And the current system absolutely was not fair. It had lots of perverse incentives or disincentives.


But if you're looking at growth and gain -- how much folks are doing to get better each year -- looking at like students against like students; (DLL) students against (DLL) students; gifted students against gifted students, we're actually going to see tremendous variation. And some folks are doing an amazing job and some folks aren't.


And we can learn from the success stories and challenge the status quo where it's not working. And (unintelligible) to me can't just focus on test scores. I would look at growth and gain on graduation rates. Are those going up or down?


Are dropout rates, you know, going down? Are more high school graduates actually college- and career-ready, not having to take remedial classes in college? Are they not just going to college, but persevering?


There's a whole range of indicators where - we should look, you know, maybe a little bit at absolute numbers, but a much greater focus on trend. And are folks moving in the right direction? Are they stagnated? Are they falling behind?


So this is not technically a difficult one. It's one I think there's universal agreement. We need to move away a focus on absolute scores and look at growth and gain and improvement.

(Laura Overdeck):

Okay, thanks.

Coordinator:
Thank you. Our next question comes from (Susan Dawson).

(Susan Dawson):
Good afternoon. Thank you again for having this call. It's very informative. You mentioned earlier the ed dot gov site, which contains updated information on the i3 grants that have been submitted. We notice that some of those applications have rating boxes at the top.


For instance, it'll have a box on the application that says Highly Rated. But there's no explanation as to how that fits in with the scoring process that's going on, or what that means. Is there indication on how funders should understand what those ratings are?

Suzanne Immerman:
Hey, (Susan). This is Suzanne Immerman, and I'm actually going to take that question. And I think the Secretary - do you have to hop on...
Arne Duncan:
Do one more. You do this and I'll do one more, and then I'll (unintelligible).

Suzanne Immerman:
Okay, great. Okay. So, thanks, (Susan). I think the current format of the data dot ed dot gov right now, we've just loaded up all the 2011 applications. And so those boxes that say Highly Rated or Highest Rated are empty right now because we haven't announced the ratings.

So we use the same format. If you go to - on that same Web site, if you look at 2010, for instance, all the applicants that are loaded up in there. If you clicked on the map for Highly Rated, you'd get the 180 top percentage of the 1700 grantees from last year that were highly rated by the peer reviewers. And if you clicked on Highest Rated, you would get those 49 that actually ended up winning the competition.


So right now you can search through data dot ed dot gov. All of those applicants -- the 500 and something that have applied -- you can search by the priority for which they applied. So if you want to see who are the STEM applicants this year, or you want to see who are the Early Learning applicants, you can search that way by clicking on the Priority boxes.


Or you can search by State, and say I want to see all the applicants in New York state. I want to see all the applicants in Texas. But you're right to point out that the rating boxes aren't yet filled out, because we haven't - the peer review hasn't yet been completed.

Arne Duncan:
Operator, I'll take one more question.

Coordinator:
One moment, sir. (Cecilia Ritelli), your line is open.

(Cecilia Ritelli):
Thank you. Actually, (Nora) already asked my question, so I'm going to pass. Thank you, though.

Coordinator:
Thank you.

Arne Duncan:
One more, operator?

Coordinator:
All right. One moment. And that question comes from (Steve Sutch). Your line is open.

(Steve Sutch):
Mr. Secretary, are the Early Learning applications from 35 states to be made public by the Department before or after the grant awards?

Arne Duncan:
We will absolutely make those applications public. Yes, sir.

Suzanne Immerman:
After the grant awards? Okay. Probably after the grant awards have been made, I will find out and we can get back to you, sir, on that -- exactly when they'll all be - we try, as you all know, with Race to the Top in all the rounds of our competition, (unintelligible) to be as transparent as we can with the applications, with the peer review process.


And some of it is just a matter of how quickly we can get everything redacted and up online and available. But we definitely want to make as much of this information available as we can.

Arne Duncan:
All right. Thanks, everybody, for thoughtful questions. And thanks for all support. Really appreciated.

Suzanne Immerman:
Thank you. Thanks, everyone, for joining this afternoon. And for those of you who didn't get to get your questions answered, I think many of you know that you can contact me, Suzanne Immerman, Suzanne dot Immerman at ed dot gov.


You can always email me the questions that didn't get answered, and if I can't you a direct response from the Secretary, I'll certainly get your response at least from me or someone else in the Department. So thanks so much, everyone. Have a good afternoon.

Coordinator:
Thank you. That does conclude today's conference call. Thank you all for joining. You may disconnect at this time.

END

