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Coordinator:
Welcome and thank you for standing by. At this time all participants are in a listen-only mode. During the question-and-answer session you may press star 1 on your touchtone phone.


Today’s conference is being recorded. If you have any objections you may disconnect at this time. I’d like to turn the meeting over to your host for today’s conference, Assistant Secretary of Education, Peter Cunningham. Sir, you may begin.

Peter Cunningham:
Okay, thanks everybody for joining us. This is Peter Cunningham here and I’m joined by three people who are prepared to take your questions. We have the Director of Budget Services, Tom Skelly. We have the Assistant Secretary for the Office of Planning, Evaluation, Policy Development, Carmel Martin. And of course, we have Secretary Duncan who is going to open up with a statement and then we will go to questions.

Arne Duncan:
I’ll make a brief statement and then we’ll open it up. I apologize for starting a couple minutes late. The President today unveiled a budget at a Baltimore Public School that makes deeps cuts and identifies important efficiencies to fund many new investments in education. The new investments include an early learning challenge fund, increases in formula programs like Title I and IDEA, and a new round of funding for reform initiatives like Race to the Top, Investing in Innovation, and our Promise Neighborhoods initiatives.

We’re also investing more money to attract great teachers to serve in hard-to-staff schools and to create great principals who will lead and manage those schools, and are making important investments to boost college completion and meet the skyrocketing demand for Pell Grants.


As the President said in his State of the Union speech and today again in Baltimore, in order to win the future we need to invest in education. We must do that in a responsible way that keeps our country on a path to financial sustainability. That means we have to do more with less. We must eliminate or scale back programs that are not producing results and shift those savings into programs with the biggest impact. Essentially, we must cut where we can to invest where we must.


And let me give you the big picture, not including Pell Grants but the Department of Education’s budget will increase by $2 billion, which is a 4.3% increase over 2011. And Carmel Martin will walk through any detailed questions there.


Let me start by talking about some of the cuts. We’re proposing a $265 million cut in the Career and Technical Education Program. Just to be clear, states will still receive $1 billion this year for CTE programs and more than $3 billion in vocational rehabilitation programs. We absolutely believe in high quality career and technical education programs but they haven’t lived up to their promise. We want to strengthen them before expanding any further.

Another efficiency, we’ll consolidate 38 small programs, each of which has a narrow focus, into 11 programs that address critical issues like promoting a well-rounded curriculum and recruiting and retaining effective teachers.


Finally, we have eliminated 13 programs that will save another $147 million. I’d point out that two years ago, we saved $360 million more by eliminated four programs that were not delivering results so this is an ongoing commitment from our agency to hold ourselves accountable and our programs accountable and create opportunities to invest in a responsible way.


Now I’ll talk about a few of the new investments. Research tells us that one of the best investments we can make is in early childhood education. For the third year in a row, we have proposed an Early Learning Challenge Fund, a Race to the Top-like initiative to challenge states to increase the quality of the Early Learning Programs. And we’re hopeful this will finally happen this year.

At the K-12 level, we will also do another Race to the Top program but instead of focusing at the state level, this time we want to focus at the district level. We’re seeking $900 million for districts that have comprehensive reform plans that deliver results. We’ll also set aside some of the money for rural districts to ensure that they get their fair share.


We’re putting $300 million into a new round of i3 grants, which is Investment in Innovation program, and we’re also seeking $150 million for the Promise Neighborhoods program, which integrates education and social services.

The biggest impact we can have on children is to give them great teachers and principals and next year we’re investing $4.3 billion in both teachers and principals. That money will help get some of our top college students to work in hard-to-staff schools, it will bring more leaders from the minority community into education, it will fund requirement and development of STEM teachers, and it will support professional and development for existing teachers and principals.


Finally, we will continue our historic Federal commitment to helping students at risk. This year, we’re boosting Title I and IDEA formula funding programs by $500 million bringing the total we are spending on these two programs to over $26 billion. All told, formula funding represents 84% of our budget.


Now I’d like to talk about higher education. We’ve seen a historic increase in demand for the financial aid in Pell Grant programs. In 2008, we issued about six million grants, next year we expect to issue more than nine million grants. We’re also increasing the grant size to cover rising costs. The result is that we’re facing a $20 billion shortfall in the Pell program. To help cover it we’re proposing several efficiencies.

We will stop paying interest subsidies for graduate student’s loans and we’ll stop allowing some students to get two Pell Grants in a single year. Those two together each year will save us about $10 billion. These are absolutely painful cuts but they are the type of responsible decisions that are necessary so that students can pay for college. These grants are an economic lifeline for them. We must support them so they can graduate from college and succeed in a knowledge-based economy.


We’re also creating a college completion incentive grant program, like a Race to the Top for colleges and states to raise completion rates. This can’t just be about access; this has to be about attainment. President Obama firmly believes that to win the future we have to win the education race. With this budget, he’s providing the resources we need to educate our way to a better economy.

I’ll stop now and we’ll take any questions you might have.

Coordinator:
If you would like to ask a question you may press star 1. Please record your first and your last name, followed by the spelling. Once again, if you would like to ask a question please press star 1. One moment.


Our first question will come from Andrew Brownstein. Your line is open.

Andrew Brownstein:
Question Mr. Secretary, I was just wondering, and I don’t know if you mentioned this, what will be happening with the School Improvement Grant program under this budget?

Arne Duncan:
It’s a program we’re committed to for the long haul and we want to take it up about $54 million so we want the country to be in the business of turning around schools every single year and that will go up to about $600 million total. But we’re asking for a $54 million increase there.

Andrew Branson:
Okay, thank you.

Coordinator:
Our next question is from Kelly Field at the Chronicle of Higher Education. Your line is open.

Kelly Field:
Hi Secretary Duncan, I was wondering how the Department has concluded that the two-year Pell Grants or the year-round Pell Grants aren’t helping improve completion that it’s only been in effect for a couple of years.

Arne Duncan:
Yes, well, we don’t have evidence there and I think, again, the initial intent of the program was to help, you know, Pell Grants - every student to get a Pell Grant each year. And the original estimates were this would cost a couple hundred million each year. Those numbers are actually into the multiple billions.

So it’s something that just financial is unsustainable. In an ideal world where we weren’t under such budget pressures, the kind of thing you would keep, but for us in tough budget times it’s a much bigger priority to maintain students getting the maximum Pell Grant at $5,500 and to do that for everybody rather than having a smaller number of students get $11,000 per year.

Kelly Field:
Okay, thank you.

Coordinator:
Our next question is from Sam Dillon of the New York Times. Your line is open.

Sam Dillon:
Hello, thanks for taking my question. Secretary Duncan, what - I see that you’re focusing the Race to the Top program on districts this time. A number of states didn’t participate in the previous rounds by their choice. Is the idea of focusing the program on districts in order to reach districts within those states that previously didn’t participate?

Arne Duncan:
That’s - there are multiple reasons. That’s a piece of it. There were many districts that were, frankly, frustrated with the lack of innovation they were seeing at the state level but there were a couple other reasons, Sam.

Obviously, we’re seeing extraordinary reform at the state level, 41 states adopting higher standards, every state eliminating barriers to linking student achievement and teacher evaluation, three dozen states eliminating barriers to innovative schools. We would love to see that kind of innovation continue at the district level.

The other reason why, while $900 million is a lot of money, theoretically you could only have one state or two potentially win if you were playing at that level. We don’t have multiple billions as we had in the original competition. So $900 million playing as a state level, you might have 30 states apply for - 35 states apply for one or two slots where as the district level, you can fund many more innovative reform efforts and really drive the kind of change at the local level that we saw at the state level.


So for a number of strategic reasons we think this is the right move to make at the right time.
Coordinator:
Our next question is from Christine Armario from the Associated Press. Your line is open.

Christine Armario:
Hi, Secretary, thank you for taking my call. As you know, the states are struggling to recovery and districts are also dealing with the loss of stimulus money and still expecting to lay off a number of teachers this year and make cuts in the classroom. Do you think this budget does enough to address that?

Arne Duncan:
Well, these are - as you’re expressing, these are extraordinarily tough budget times out there. You have districts and states that still have stimulus dollars available to cushion this tough blow but there’s no question that these are some of the toughest budget times we’ve seen in decades. And we’ve talked a lot about this.

We’ve called this the new normal and it’s a very challenging time for state and district leaders. What we’re asking them to do as much as possible is see a very tough time as an opportunity and there are a number of things that districts do where they’re not getting the bang-for-the-buck they might like and we’re trying, again, to lead by example where we’re not seeing in our budget, us getting the bang-for-the-buck we’d like, we’re making some tough cuts.

And when you’re facing very tough budget times you have to be very strategic about every dollar you’re spending. So even these tough times you’re seeing some districts make very strategic, thoughtful investments. You see others who are a little bit paralyzed with the challenges here.

But we’re asking everyone to find ways to become more productive, to become more efficient as to how we use technology to lower costs and help more students be successful is an area we’re starting to see some innovation. And we want folks to do everything they can to protect learning in the classroom and to make those tough cuts wherever they have to away from it.


So this is a challenging time and, you know, particular states that are obviously going to be extraordinarily hard-hit and in those tough times, again, this is a real test of leadership and of their ability to come up with the right strategic priorities.

Coordinator:
Our next question is from Alyson Klein of The Education Week. Your line is open.

Alyson Klein:
Hi, yes, thank you for taking my call. Secretary, this budget seems to be headed in the exact opposite direction from what the Republicans in the House have proposed. As I’m sure you know, they want to cute $5 billion out of the Department’s budget in the CR including Pell Grants and special education. Would you recommend to the President that he veto the CR over those cuts and how are you going to solve this proposal?

Arne Duncan:
Well, we want to continue to work with everybody, including House Republicans on ways to cut spending and cut the deficit. But I think what so many of us intuitively understand that to win the future we have to continue to out educate and out innovate our competitors around the globe. And you can’t make cuts that take you in the wrong direction there.

So we’re happy to have that conversation and continue to work with Republicans House-Senate, Democrats House-Senate, doesn’t matter. But we have to make sure that we’re putting out children and our country in a place to be more successful in the future and cuts that take us in the wrong direction don’t help us get there.

Coordinator:
Our next question is from Frank Wolfe of Education Daily. Your line is open.

Frank Wolfe:
Hi, sorry, thanks for taking my question. I just wondered, just in terms of this - several areas but I wondered if you could comment on the $200 million increase for special education and also this rural set-aside in Race to the Top and sort of how much do you envision of setting aside of the $900 million?

I was interested also in your comment on the Career and Technical Education programs about not having lived up to their promise. What specifically would you like to see from them in terms of them living up to their promise?

Arne Duncan:
So a couple different things, obviously, every year we’ve tried to increase special education’s funding and understand the pressure that those expenses and costs - the pressure those put on local budgets. So we want to increase the base there and increase in (unintelligible) as well, about $50 million for young children, infants and toddlers with disabilities. So every year we try to do more there and want to continue to do that.


I’m sorry, what was your second question?

Frank Wolfe:
The rural set aside.

Arne Duncan:
Yes, the rural set aside. Yes, we’ll work that through. We want to make sure that if we play at the district level that we have a good representation of, you know, rural, urban, suburban districts and want to make sure that rural districts that, you know, may not have a grant ride or might not have all the resources of a larger urban district have an absolute chance to compete and to be successful.

And spent lots of time talking with rural educators and rural legislators and they were very supportive of this idea and we think it’s the right thing to do. And we want to see that innovation at the local level. Again, whether those districts be urban, rural, suburban, this ensures that we’ll be able to do that.

Finally on CTE, what we’re looking for, obviously, are programs that really open up new worlds of opportunity to students, whether it’s going on to university or in - going for real careers following high school graduation. You have some programs that have done a good job out there.

I gave a speech recently about this but frankly there hasn’t been enough sort of accountability for results in these programs. They’re often a little bit scattershot and, again, in tough budget times we have to make tough calls. And so long-term, we want to see CTE be very, very effective.

There’s still $1 billion in that program so we’re still making a very substantial investment but before we put more dollars into CTE we want to start to see better outcomes for children, better articulation between high schools and whether it’s four-year universities or the business community, and make sure that these are really rigorous programs that are preparing students for the jobs of tomorrow, not the jobs of yesterday. So we see a real opportunity to improve there in CTE and hopefully with that improvement we can come back in and invest increasing dollars in future budgets.

Frank Wolfe:
Thank you.

Coordinator:
Our next question is from Tom Webber of Minnesota Public Radio. Your line is open.

Tom Webber:
Yes, could I just get a quick confirmation on that last point about the rural districts for Race to the Top. You do not have a specific number at this moment, is that correct?

Arne Duncan:
Well, that is correct because, again, we’re asking for $900 million and we don’t know what our ultimate budget will be so you’re absolutely right. We don’t have a firm number yet and that will obviously depend on the total pot of money once this, you know, budget process is completed. There’s a commitment. We’re absolutely - want to make and think it’s the right thing for the country.

Tom Webber:
Thank you.

Coordinator:
Our next question is from Liz Bowie of the Baltimore Sun. Your line is open.

Liz Bowie:
Hi Secretary Duncan, thank you for taking my call. I was just wondering if you could go into a little more depth on the STEM teacher training programs and how that would be structured and how the money would be handed out?

Arne Duncan:
So this is one that’s obviously critically important to the President and just to sort of step back for a moment, we’ve had a shortage of math and science teachers in this country for a couple decades now.

And what we want to do is, you know, sort of put everything we can on the table to make sure that all of our students have a chance to be taught by someone who’s passionate about, you know, math and science and technology and engineering, and not just at the high school level but at the elementary, the primary grades as well when too often teachers who don’t know the content knowledge have a hard time instilling a love of that in children and then students start to turn off, you know, in third and fourth and fifth and sixth grade.

So we want to invest in schools that are producing great STEM teachers. We want to reward STEM teachers with grants in their last year of college who want to come teach and come teach in disadvantaged communities. We’ve talked about trying to recruit 100,000 additional STEM teachers into the field. We want to continue to invest not just in traditional schools of education but in alternative certification programs that are producing STEM teachers.

So we want to play at the individual student level. We want to play at the college level. We want to play at the state level. And we think if we can do this well the benefits for our children, the benefits ultimately for our country and for our country’s economy are huge. There is no coincidence, obviously, that today the President unveiled his entire budget at a STEM middle school in Baltimore. That was obviously very, very intentional.

Liz Bowie:
Thank you.

Coordinator:
Our next question is from Liz Willen of the Washington Post. Your line is open.
Liz Willen:
Thanks, that’s the Hechinger Report, not the Washington Post. Thank you for taking my call. Mr. Secretary, restarts are wildly considered one of the most difficult models of the four turnaround models that you talked about last year with aid. I’m curious as to what you think about that in terms of this year and the grants. Do you still support that model of restarts? Should it be done by charter schools? And what’s your sense of success on it so far?

Arne Duncan:
Well, it’s obviously early but what we have now as you know around the country we have almost 1,000 schools that are being turned around and we have different numbers of schools in different categories. We’re tracking - we’ll continue to track their progress very, very closely and as we get into the summer we should have some preliminary data of, you know, what is teacher attendance, student attendance, or discipline issues going down. Hopefully graduation rates going up.

And so as a country we’re going to learn. What’s so important to us is that we didn’t tell any district or any state or any local community what the right model was. We gave them a set of options and let them figure out what the best choice was for their students and their community. What we’ve insisted on is that they not just perpetuate the status quo. And what you see, and I think it’s huge courage around the country with folks really doing some tough work, difficult work, controversial work, but with a sense of urgency that, frankly, we’ve never seen in this country.

And so I’m very, very optimistic that, you know, folks will continue to do this hard work. We’ll better understand going forward which models, you know, work best in which situations. And as a country five years from now, we’ll be much better - much more thoughtful in the best ways to turnaround schools. But for the first time, the country’s taken on this critically important work and I’m so thankful for the leadership and courage at the local level.

Coordinator:
Our next question is from Sally Holland of CNN. Your line is open.
Sally Holland:
I have two kind of basic question is if you have a minute. The first would be, on the Race to the Top at the district level, a lot of the complaints of the states were that it was so paperwork heavy trying to apply for it. Are you going to do anything to cut back on that amount of paperwork so that the districts who are already pretty short-staffed may be able to apply?


And the other would be, on the pre-K programs that you all announced, can you give us a little more details on that?

Arne Duncan:
Sure, so on Race to the Top, as with all of our competitive programs, Race to the Top, Invest in Innovation, Teaching Incentive Fund, Promise in Neighborhoods, we’re always trying to become, you know, thoughtful - more thoughtful, more strategic, better partners with districts and states moving forward.

And I think obviously you saw just extraordinary reform and courage around the country thanks to the first two rounds of Race to the Top. But no process we ever do is perfect and we hope as we come back there will be even better competitions and where we can streamline we’ll absolutely do everything we can to make it easier for folks to apply and without any undo burden there.


On early childhood education, we simply want to continue to invest there. We don’t think our department has done enough. We want to do two things. We want to increase access, particularly in disadvantaged communities. And we want to do so with high-quality programs.

So if this is glorified babysitting, it doesn’t get us where we need to go. And $350 million we think puts some real incentives on the table for states to increase access and to raise quality. And basically the goal would be to have like an RTT-like competition on the early childhood side.

Coordinator:
Our next question is from Karen Pierog of Reuters. Your line is open. I’m sorry, once again Karen, your line is open.

Karen Pierog:
Yes, hello. What are pay-for-success bonds?

Carmel Martin:
That is a government-wide...
Karen Pierog:
Who is this? I’m sorry.

Carmel Martin:
This is Carmel Martin, Assistant Secretary here at the Department.

Karen Pierog:
Okay.

Carmel Martin:
So the pay-for-success bonds are a government-wide initiative where we’re looking at ways to use existing funding (unintelligible) to do some pilots that followed some work that’s been done internationally in terms of rather than giving people money up front, giving it to them for successful outcomes.

Our college completion incentive grant is structured in that way and we are looking at whether there’s other programs that we could apply that model to but in the college completion incentive grant it essentially provides funds based on successful outcomes in terms of helping low-income students to complete college.

Karen Pierog:
Where does the bond angle come in?

Carmel Martin:
So the model that it’s based on in England, it was done through a bonding mechanism. We’re not sure whether we’ll use that model at the Department of Education but it is something that all agencies are taking a look at and seeing whether there’s other places we could incorporate the concept behind it.

Karen Pierog:
Okay, great. Thanks.

Coordinator:
Our next question is from Jessica Calefati of the Star Ledger. Your line is open.

Jessica Calefati:
Hi, thank you for taking my call. In New Jersey, the Senate Republicans have put forth a proposal to roll back full-day pre-K to half-day pre-K in the state’s largest urban districts. So Secretary, in light of your investment or your proposed investment in pre-K, what do you think of that plan in New Jersey?

Arne Duncan:
Well, obviously again, whether it’s New Jersey or California or Illinois or Kentucky, you know, states are under huge financial pressure and we understand that but when you’re under huge pressure you have to really think about what your state’s priorities are. I don’t think frankly we need another study to demonstrate the long-term benefits of high quality early childhood programs.

If we’re serious about closing achievement gaps, we have to do so much more to get our children, particularly disadvantaged children, ready for Kindergarten, ready to learn with their literacy and socialization skills in tact. And, you know, half-day programs that are often - you know, I’m not sure what they are day, you know, whether it’s two-and-a-half or three hours, I think that’s not enough time for children. And I don’t know how a working family or a mom working two or three jobs trying to make ends meet, I don’t see how families sort of negotiate that or figure that out.

So again, I more than recognize how tough the fiscal times are but scaling back on early childhood programs is just something that I think is not in the best interest of our communities and of states ultimately because have to close achievement gaps and the best way to do that is to have our children enter Kindergarten ready to learn and ready to read.

Jessica Calefati:
All right, thank you very much.

Coordinator:
Our next question is from (Danny) (Unintelligible). Your line is open.

(Danny):
Secretary, thank you for taking my question. I just wanted to clarify what the more than $200 million increase in student aid administration pertained to?

Arne Duncan:
So obviously as we move towards direct lending saves about $60 billion to increase financial aid going forward, that takes some additional administrative costs on our side to implement that and that would give us the manpower to make sure this goes extraordinarily well moving forward.

Carmel Martin:
Most of the funds would be spent through contracts with private servicing companies. So, it would be private companies that would deliver the servicing to students but we would need to contract for those under the direct loan program.

(Danny):
Okay, thank you.

Coordinator:
Our next question is from Liz Dwyer of Good magazine. Your line is open.

Liz Dwyer:
Hi Secretary Duncan, thank you for taking my question. If you could elaborate a bit more on the $4.3 billion in teachers and principals investment around getting teachers into (unintelligible) schools and supporting that professional development? What programs are you thinking about developing or funding? For example, like, specifically how much are you thinking of giving to Teach for America?

Arne Duncan:
Well, Teach for America already receives $50 million and they won a grant as part of our Invest in Innovation program so just sort of big picture we think - obviously, there’s nothing more important we can do than to help support existing teachers but also to get the next generation of great talent into our classroom. And one of the areas where I think our Department has been part of the problem historically is we haven’t invested enough in principal leadership.

So we want to do a number of different things. First we have grants for effective teachers and leaders at the state level. We have a teacher and leader innovation fund of $500 million where folks who are willing to think differently about compensation and put great talent into underserved communities, we want to do that. We want to expand alternative pathways into teaching.

We want to fund scholarships to higher achieving students to teach in low-income schools, $10,000 scholarships in their senior year of college. We have about half our current teachers of color, of our African-American teachers, come out of HBCUs. We want to continue to invest about $40 million there. And we want to put more money into STEM teachers.


So a number of different investments. We can get you all the details offline but we’re trying to make a huge play both in existing talents but in the next generation of talents, both teachers and principals who are going to enter our classrooms as the baby-boomer generation retires over the next couple of years.

Peter Cunningham:
This is Peter Cunningham. We’re going to take one more question, okay.

Coordinator:
Thank you and the last question will be from Doug Letterman of Inside Higher Education. Your line is open.

Doug Letterman:
Thank you, Mr. Secretary. I’m wondering if you could exemplify the Perkins Loan proposal in here. I’m wondering how much it mirrors what was in the SAFRA and sort of got dropped near the end, especially to the extent - will it include in terms of the eligibility requirements - will it reward institutions based on how much - how many low-income students they graduate, etc.? Are you moving in that direction? The language in the book doesn’t say.

Carmel Martin:
Yes, Doug, this is Carmel. To answer your question, yes, this new plan to provide incentives in the formula for the program around helping low-income students to graduate. There’d be a much larger pool of loan funds available than in the SAFRA proposal. We’d be able to expand it to many more institutions and many more students than under the current program. But we are planning on having some incentives in the formula for around completion for low-income students.

Doug Letterman:
And that’s 8.5 above about 6, which was in the SAFRA proposal. Am I right about that?

Carmel Martin:
Yes, compared to - Tom, is it a billion?

Tom Skelly:
About a billion a year.

Doug Letterman:
Right, okay. And so is the idea to keep the existing institution whole? I mean is that the sort of over expectation?

Carmel Martin:
Yes.

Doug Letterman:
Okay, thanks so much.

Arne Duncan:
And obviously, we don’t think we’ve done enough in the past to really reward this culture of completion and here’s a chance for us to do that.


I want to thank all of you for your thoughtful questions and I’m sure we didn’t get to everyone. I apologize for that and if you have additional question please refer them to Peter Cunningham.


Thanks so much and have a great day.

Coordinator:
Thank you, this concludes today’s presentation. You may disconnect at this time.

END

