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PRESS CONFERENCE CALL
On Race to the Top-Early Learning Challenge Grants
2 p.m. ET Friday, Dec. 16, 2011
Coordinator:
Welcome and thank you for standing by. All participants will be able to listen-only until the question-and-answer session portion of today’s conference. To ask a question, please press star 1. Today’s conference is being recorded. If you have any objections, please disconnect at this time.

I would now like to turn your conference over to Ms. Liz Utrup, Assistant Press Secretary of the U.S. Department of Education. Ma’am, you may begin.

Elizabeth Utrup:
Thank you, everybody. Thanks, ladies and gentlemen for joining today. We have with us three Obama administration officials who you will hear from in just a moment about today’s Race to the Top: Early Learning Challenge announcement.

First, you’ll hear from Domestic Policy Council Director, Melody Barnes, followed by remarks from U.S. Secretary of Education, Arne Duncan, and Health and Human Services, Kathleen Sebelius.

There will be time for questions at the end, during which two of our Education and Health and Human Services Senior Advisors, Jacqueline Jones here at Education, Senior Advisor for Early Learning, and Linda Smith, Deputy Assistant Secretary for the administration of Children and Family with HHS who have joined to address your questions.

Please listen for the prompt and queue up as - if you have anything asks. With that I’m going to turn it over to our first speaker, Domestic Policy Council Director, Melody Barnes.
Melody Barnes:
Great. Thanks so much, Liz, and thanks to all of you for joining us this afternoon.

As you know, today we’re going to make good on the President’s (part) through Race to the Top: Early Learning Challenge. We are going to provide support for states that are leading the way, encourage others to follow, and provide our nation a model for how to better prepare our youngest children.

President Obama asked Congress in his budget to authorize and make permanent an Early Learning Challenge fund in previous years, and he also asked for the resources to go along with that. Unfortunately, Congress did not act on that proposal, so the administration took action to ensure this program was funded this year through Race to the Top, because our kids only get one shot at a top notch education and they can absolutely not afford to wait.

Our administration crafted this Race to the Top competition as an opportunity to address some of the core challenges President - present in today’s early learning landscape. Our view is simply that if the early years are critical to our children’s development, then the standards for our Early Learning Programs should reflect that. After all, how can our children compete for the jobs of tomorrow if they’re already behind by the time they’ve started kindergarten.

That’s why we asked states to integrate and align their programs, resources, and policies across all agencies to support and improve the quality of all Early Learning Programs. We asked them to adopt consistent and common standards across programs that will help determine what young children need to know and be able to do by the time the reach kindergarten.

We asked for plans to improve the preparation and support of our early education workforce so that they have the opportunity to improve their practices and hone the skills they need to evaluate children’s progress. We asked for plans that will engage families in the early learning and development of their children.


These are the reforms at the center of Race to the Top: Early Learning Challenge. They establish a national vision for closing the school readiness gap, and for ensuring that children get the highest quality care and support possible to be successful later in life and in school. Our payoff is not just high test scores or higher graduation rates, it’s children prepared to fulfill their potential, it’s stronger families, more secure communities, and a more competitive economy.

And with that I’m going to turn the call over to a wonderful partner and great Secretary of Education, Secretary Arne Duncan.
Secretary Arne Duncan:
Thanks a lot, Melody, for all of your hard work with DP’s leadership. Everything we’ve tried to do educationally over the past three years, you guys have been just amazing partners and it’s really sad to be seeing you go on to do other things, but thrilled to be able to work together these past couple of years.

With this announcement today, we believe our country has taken an important step towards creating a high quality system of early learning, one that prepares our youngest Americans for success in kindergarten, through elementary school, and beyond. We all know that research studies confirm that the best Early Learning Programs boost student achievement and increase both high school and college graduation rates. They also show that high quality early learning opportunities are especially important for low income students.

I’ve said repeatedly that we’re serious about closing achievement gaps and leveling the playing field. We have to get our young children - we have to get our babies off to a great start in life. In short, early learning is absolutely critical for our nation’s long-term economic competitiveness. Through the Race to the Top: Early Learning Challenge Grant, nine states will lead the way in transforming Early Learning Programs and services from patchwork of disconnected programs with uneven equality, it’s the integrated systems that truly and consistently prepare children for success in school and in life.

These coordinated systems will work towards one simple goal, making sure young children enter kindergarten ready to succeed at school - in school and beyond. Over the next four years these nine states will use Early Learning Challenge Grants to lead the way for Early Learning Programs for decades to come.

They’ll be setting consistent standards of quality across various programs. They’ll work to build the very best workforce for Early Learning Programs and provide those professionals with professional development and support they need to make a difference in their student’s lives. They will create developmentally appropriate assessments to help both teachers and parents understand young children’s development and learning, and measure whether programs are or aren’t providing high quality learning environments for children.

In all of this work we’ll build a high quality network of Early Learning Programs and services across their states. These nine states have made a commitment to dramatically move the field and support breakthrough work that really changes the quality of Early Learning Programs across America, whether they’re funded at the Federal or the state or the local level.

And I want to congratulate those nine states, North Carolina, Massachusetts, Washington State, Delaware, Ohio, Maryland, Minnesota, Rhode Island, and California, for their ground breaking applications. We set a high bar and every one of those states cleared it. In fact, there are many other states we would love to have funded, but we simply didn’t have enough resources and I want to thank all 37 states who applied for their hard work. And we hope and anticipate that with their blueprint for reform in the early childhood space that they will continue to move from plans on papers towards action plans and into implementation.

With this announcement today, 14 states in D.C. are now a part of Race to the Top, and another seven states are eligible for a share of the $200 million remaining in fiscal 2011, and we’ll make that announcement next week. Combined, these states serve about 2/3 of the nation’s children, and about 60 percent of low income students across the country.


Part of what we’re trying to do here is model a collaboration that hasn’t happened at the Federal or the state or the local level. The world of early childhood education has been far too disconnected, way too many silos, I just want to thank the Secretary Sebelius and her team (unintelligible) for being amazing partners. You know, we think if we can model that behavior from here to Washington that we’ll see across states and local communities early childhood folks working together in unprecedented ways.

We could not have gotten here without the Secretary Sebelius leadership and her teams hard work, and I’d now like to turn it over to her. Secretary Sebelius?

Secretary Kathleen Sebelius:
Well, thank you so much, Arne, and I want to join you in thanking Melody Barnes for her leadership at the Domestic Policy Council and her willingness to drive some historic collaboration. I think that have HHS and Department of Education working together on this initiative is just one of the examples of us leveraging our assets across government.

And Secretary Duncan, you and your team at the Department of Education have already been working tirelessly to provide every child access to a complete and a competitive education from cradle to college to career, and we’re really delighted to be your partner in this early education learning space.

So, the staffs of both our departments have worked hand-in-hand to make today’s announcement possible. And our hard is really driven by a commitment we all share, to help every young child learn the skills they need to start kindergarten ready to succeed. As Secretary Duncan described, the Race to the Top: Early Learning Challenge is really a first of a kind effort. It’s already bringing innovation, focus, and resources to the task of creating early learning systems that prepare all children for success.

And at the heart of the effort is a belief that helping children succeed in school and in life is not just about more teacher training or better student assessments or more help for families, it has to be about all of those things and more. The holistic approach is one that ties together the nine states receiving the grants today through the Race to the Top: Early Learning Challenge.

These nine states are creating high quality early learning systems that not only teach our children pre-reading skills, but also provide critical health screenings and build healthy routines around exercise and nutrition. They’re creating and strengthening systems to assess the quality of thousands of individual early education program, and they’re taking steps to engage parents so they can help their own children to succeed.

We believe that progress won’t be limited to the nine states awarded funds today. By pushing everyone to raise their game we intend to foster innovation in early childhood programs around the country, and certainly share the best practices of these nine states with others who are eager to learn. And I look forward to following their progress in the months and years ahead.

The only way American can out-compete the rest of the world is if we out-educate the rest of the world, and the only way we can do that is to give every child a chance to enter school healthy, fully prepared, and ready to succeed.

Thanks very much for allowing us to be good partners in this very exciting announcement.

Elizabeth Utrup:
Thank you. Operator, I’d love to open it up for question now.
Coordinator:
Thank you. If you’d like to ask a question, please press star 1. You will be prompted to record your first and your last name. Please unmute your phone before recording your name, and to withdraw your question, press star 2. One moment, please.

Our first question comes from Michele McNeil with Education Week. Your line is open.
Michele McNeil:
Thank you. A two-part question, first of all did you all pick the nine top ranked states or did you pass up any states in order to fund other states? And my second part of my question is it looks like the education department is going to get some more Race to the Top money and - as part of the FY ’12 budget deal, would you use part of that or all of that money for - to possibly fund states that could not be funded this time around?
Secretary Arne Duncan:
To answer your first question, Michele, we took them absolutely in ranked order, so we thought the peer reviewers did a fantastic job, tremendous integrity.

It’s not - it’s a human process and (not) we’re going to claim as perfect, but we think they did great, great work, and so we had no reason to take states out of rank order. So, we funded the top nine. (Only that) - we simply ran out of money at that point. I will say that I would have very confidently, very happily funded a number of additional states if we had additional resources. There were some fantastic applications that we saw, and wish we were able to do that.

In terms of where we go with FY ’12 funding, don’t know that yet and, you know, stay tuned. We’re still thinking through what we do with resources. Obviously, we don’t quite know the dollar amount there either, but we’re thrilled to be able to play in early childhood space here. Again, this is something we’ve waited for for a couple of years, and this was a fantastic day.

Michele McNeil:
Thank you.

Coordinator:
Our next question comes from Chuck Lewis with Connecticut Newspaper. Your line is open.

Charles Lewis:
Thank you, a question for Secretary Duncan. Sir, did the process favor applicants that already had a substantial investment in early education, as opposed to states that were kind of starting out or had lacked historically in that sector?

Jacqueline Jones:
So, this is Jacqueline Jones. We looked at two major pieces. One was quality and we certainly wanted to make sure that the programs we were funding were programs of the highest quality. And then, we also look at this - at the implementation, so having plans - a high quality plan was tremendously important, but we also were looking at whether or not those plans had been implemented.

So yes, we really did look at implementation and give that a bit more weight than we did simply having plans, but the quality had to be (unintelligible)...
Charles Lewis:
I have follow-up question. What - implementation of what, ma’am?

Jacqueline Jones:
Implementation of early learning and development programs.
Charles Lewis:
Of prior programs?
Jacqueline Jones:
Yes, and as the rubric - as we went along the rubric we looked at each of the pieces and, for example, the quality rating and improvement system, was there just a plan for that or has the state already developed a high quality program that was being implemented.
Charles Lewis:
Thank you.

Jacqueline Jones:
Okay.

Coordinator:
Our next question comes from Jessica Wehrman with The Columbus Dispatch. Your line is open.

Jessica Wehrman:
Hi. Two kind of parochial questions, and forgive me for that. First of all, I haven’t seen a breakdown yet for exactly what the grants - awards were. I don’t know if somebody can forward that or if you could tell. I’m interested in Ohio’s application. And also specifically, what about Ohio’s application sort of made it rise to the top among these states?
Secretary Arne Duncan:
I’ll take the first two and, Jacqueline, if you have any specifics on the Ohio application.

So, Ohio did a fantastic job. They were the fifth ranked state of the 37, and we have not worked out final, you know, budget requests. Those will be negotiations (paid) by state. But, I can tell you Ohio requested almost $70 million. That would be the ballpark (part) of the grant once the negotiations go on. And I’ll let Jacqueline sort of walk you through what were some of the strengths of the Ohio application.

Jacqueline Jones:
And just so you all will know, we’re going to be posting on our Web site the winners, the rank orders. We’re going to be posting the amounts requested, so you’ll have that information soon.

Secretary Arne Duncan:
The reviewer’s comments?

Jacqueline Jones:
The reviewers comments and the reviewers scores...
Secretary Arne Duncan:
Yeah.

Jacqueline Jones:
...so you’ll have that for every state by the end of the day. So, as - your question was around Ohio, one of the things that was really impressive to us was the collaboration proposed between Ohio and Maryland, creating a technology framework that would support administration interpretation and use the formative assessment data.

So, there - these two states coming together, you know, they didn’t know if the either - either of them would win. Actually, they knew they were competing for money, but they came together and they tried to figure out how to leverage their resources. Ohio will also expand high quality professional development and use their revised early learning and development standards. So, we were looking for that kind of thing, they did it well, and in the areas that reviewers saw them they really (flowed) very well in the - on the criteria.
Jessica Wehrman:
And you said the technology framework was in partnership?
Jacqueline Jones:
That’s right, in partnership with Maryland.

Jessica Wehrman:
And also, the first speaker was Secretary Duncan, correct?

Jacqueline Jones:
Correct.

Secretary Arne Duncan:
Yes, ma’am.

Jessica Wehrman:
Just wanted to make sure. Thanks.

Linda Smith:
This is Linda Smith at HHS and one of the other things that we were particularly impressed with was that Ohio already has a TQRIS system called Step up to Quality, and they are going to build on that to expand services to more than 37,000 children and we thought that was particularly impressive that they were going to include over 1500 more programs in that system and expand that access so tremendously. So, that was also another point that was pretty impressive.
Jessica Wehrman:
Thank you.

Coordinator:
Our next question from Franco Ordoñez with Charlotte Observer. Your line is open.

Franco Ordoñez:
Hi, thank you. I had a simple - a similar question. I wanted to ask, kind of what stood out from North Carolina, where it ranked? I also wanted to ask, you know, North Carolina, and I believe a couple of states are expected to play a large role in the 2012 elections, did that have any impact? And finally, I wanted to ask if you’re aware of any of the - in North Carolina there’s been some legislative challenges to expand pre-kindergarten services in our General Assembly, if you guys knew of that and if that had any role in this?
Secretary Arne Duncan:
Well, let me take the first couple and I’ll turn it over to (Jackie) for the specifics.

Our peer reviewers and we spent 0 percent of our time and energy thinking about politics or states. This was simply based upon the quality of the applications we received. Our peer reviewers were fantastic experts from across the country. They were screened out. If they came from a certain state they couldn’t review that state, and I think the process had tremendous integrity.

I also say that North Carolina was the highest rated state of the 37. I called Governor Perdue earlier today and congratulated her. It was a remarkable achievement. We know some of those legislative battles, again those play no - had no impact on the peer reviewers’ recommendations. They just thought it just a - simply the best - literally the best application we received from any state in the country.

And Jacqueline can walk you through some of the highlights of North Carolina’s application.

Jacqueline Jones:
Sure, I’ll walk through some of them, and then if HHS has more to add that will be great.

You know that North Carolina has a long history of commitment to early childhood education, and so they had a lot of work that had already been done. They’re going to use their existing Early Childhood Advisory Council, local Smart Start infrastructure, and the participation and cooperation of a wide range of state and local stakeholders to create what they call a Transformation Zone made up of a set of rural distressed communities with high needs in Northeastern North Carolina.

These zones’ Early Learning Programs will have access to consultants to help them promote healthy behavior, such as nutrition, physical activity, regular well child checkups with the doctor. There’ll be a special focus on developing more high quality programs for infants and toddlers, including work with specialists to work with Early Learning Programs. So, this notion of this (play space) strategy, these Northeast - the transformation zones in Northeastern North Carolina were really very interesting.

In addition, they’re developing and using statewide high quality Early Learning and Development Standards to describe what children should know and be able to do when they enter kindergarten. North Carolina’s going to work to be sure that all early childhood college faculty are using the new standards in their courses, that early childhood teachers receive training on the revised standards, and that families understand the expectations for children entering kindergarten.

So, you have a set of expectations around what children should know and be able to do, and they’re understood from families to teachers, and even college professors, and we thought that was a really impressive set of notions to think about how to have a statewide system.


HHS, anything you want to add?

Linda Smith:
Yeah, I’m glad you mentioned, (Jackie), some of the issues that we think are so important and kind of made sure we’re part of this framework, so it’s a holistic approach to a child. But, the other thing about North Carolina is, and I know this from my personal experience, you know, with former Governor Jim Hunt, North Carolina was probably the historic leader in the country in looking at early childhood and the importance to a child succeeding.


When I was a Governor, I stole a lot of his ideas and tried to implement them in Kansas, so it’s not surprising to me that current Governor Bev Perdue is building on that history. But, North Carolina probably was - has been a leader in this space for decades, and clearly continues to lift the bar for kids in that state.
Franco Ordoñez:
Right. And I’m sorry, can I just get the - (Jackie’s) full name?
Jacqueline Jones:
It’s Jacqueline Jones, J-A-C-Q-U-E-L-I-N-E, Jones.
Franco Ordoñez:
And your title, I’m sorry.

Jacqueline Jones:
Senior Advisor on Early Learning to the Secretary of Education.
Franco Ordoñez:
Great. Thank you.
Coordinator:
Our next question comes from Nichole Dobo with The News Journal. Your line is open.
Nichole Dobo:
Hi. Thank you for taking my question. As you know, Delaware is already embarking on a pretty ambitious education reform with our K-12 system through the first Race to the Top Grant. How confident are you that they have the capacity to pull off two really ambitious reforms?
Secretary Arne Duncan:
I’ll just say that, you know, these are just independently for the fact that they won or didn’t win the previous Race to the Top applications had zero impact here. But just speaking personally, I have tremendous confidence in Delaware’s leadership. There is - Governor Markell (has announced to the champion), the leadership we’ve seen from the education department, the community has been very encouraging.

So, the - you know we asked for ambitious plans. None of this is easy, it takes significant change, but I’m as confident in Delaware as I am in any state in the country in their ability to not just do a good job for their children, but to help lead the country where we need to go.
Jacqueline Jones:
And this is Jacqueline Jones. I just wanted to make a distinction between the early childhood work in the first Race to the Top and this competition. There was an invitational priority in the first Race to the Top to address early learning and development, and many states did that. This competition deals with a group of stakeholders that really haven’t come together previously.

So, in this competition, it’s at - while it’s at the state level, we’re looking at those - at the state funded preschool, head start, and childcare where the cast of characters is a little different in this one and they have really come together to work to build a coherent system.

Elizabeth Utrup:
Operator, we have time for one more question.

Coordinator:
Thank you. Our last question comes from Stephanie Banchero with The Wall Street Journal.

Stephanie Banchero:
Yeah, good afternoon. Thanks for taking our questions. One of the speakers, I’m not - I can’t remember who it was mentioned something about that this competition is already bringing about innovation, and I’m curious if you guys can talk a little bit about this? In the initial Race to the Top there was a lot of change that happened based on folks trying to compete for the money, and I’m wondering, did anybody make any changes in order to compete for this money? And can you be really specific about what those changes were and where?

Jacqueline Jones:
Yeah, we saw, for example, in New York State that there was a decision to really focus on a kindergarten entry measure, that they hadn’t really been thinking about before, had been thinking about, but not statewide. That was a tremendously important effort. And I will say to you that when we started this competition there were three states, I think, Washington State, Georgia, and Massachusetts that had coordinated at the state level their early childhood programs.

And now we have, and I’m searching for the names of the other states, other states that have thought of putting these programs together. So, instead of having the Department of Education, the Department of Human Services, Department of Children Affairs, they have really tried to coordinate that work and build a sort of coordinated work at the state.

HHS, do you have other examples?

Linda Smith:
Yeah, I think one of the things in getting specific about this, this is Linda Smith at HHS, just probably two years ago we had only 1/2 as many quality rating improvement systems in the country. And these are systems that are designed to incrementally improve the quality of early care and education in a state, and to recognize and to help parents understand what quality is so as they moved - as programs moved from one tier to the next, parents really understand what that’s about.

And even in the planning of the Early Learning Challenge (fund), states have been developing these systems and we now see that we have about twice that, around 26 states with these systems in development either in part or across the state. So, that’s one of the areas where we’ve seen significant change, which is - and we assume that these nine states in the activities that they’re going to be doing over the next four years will lead in other areas just likes we’ve already led in the quality rating improvement system.
Stephanie Banchero:
If I could follow-up on that, Linda? Did they make their changes in order to compete or were they already on the way to making the changes, and so that got them extra points?
Linda Smith:
I think it’s probably a combination of both. I think there were some that were already well on their way and were - we were learning from states. As has been mentioned, North Carolina was one of the leaders in this many years ago in developing their quality rating system, other states were already learning form that. There were other states that saw where this was going and just decided to begin development, so I think it’s both.

Stephanie Banchero:
Can you name one or two states that because of the Race to the Top competition decided to institute this quality rating system?

Linda Smith:
I wouldn’t want to name those off the top of my head, but we can get back to you.
Stephanie Banchero:
Okay, great. Thank you.

Linda Smith:
If you want to give us your name and your contact information.
Stephanie Banchero:
Okay, I’ll send it along.

Elizabeth Utrup:
I have your information...
Stephanie Banchero:
Okay, great.
Elizabeth Utrup:
...Stephanie, this is Liz...
Stephanie Banchero:
Thank you.

Elizabeth Utrup:
...(unintelligible) I’m happy to follow-up with you on that.
Stephanie Banchero:
Great, thank you.
Elizabeth Utrup:
Thank you everybody for joining today. I’m sorry if we couldn’t get to your question. Please feel free to contact Ed’s Press Office with any follow-ups that you might have. I’m happy to give you my email address. It’s Elizabeth, with a Z, dot-Utrup, U-T-R-U-P, as in paper, @Ed.gov. Feel free to reach me with any additional questions that you have and thank you again for joining today.

Operator...
Coordinator:
Thank you for your participation, you may disconnect at this time.

END
