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PRESS CONFERENCE CALL

On Race to the Top-Round III Grants

5 p.m. ET Dec. 22, 2011

Coordinator:
Welcome and thank you for holding. At this time all participants will be in a listen-only mode for today's call until the question-and-answer session. At that time if you would like to ask a question please press star 1.


This 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 the Assistant Press Secretary of Education, Ms. Elizabeth Utrup. Ms. Utrup, you may begin.

Elizabeth Utrup:
Hi everybody. Thank you so much for joining us this evening either in the midst of or on the brink of your holiday festivities. We're here to share with you an important announcement about our Race to the Top Program.


In just a moment you're going to hear remarks from U.S. Secretary of Education Arne Duncan. I also want to let you know that we have the honor of Ann Whalen, Director of the Implementation and Support Unit. She's here with us to help address your questions following the statement.


Our wonderful operator here, (Kathy), will give you the prompt directive at the end of the statement, so feel free to use those and queue up if you have any questions.

Thanks so much and I will turn it over now to our speaker, U.S. Secretary of Education, Arne Duncan.

Sec. Arne Duncan:
Thanks for joining us. I'll make a very brief statement and open up to your questions. I want to thank Ann and our RTT team for their extraordinary hard work on this. And it has been a really big week for us. I just checked between the Early learning Challenge between the $200 million we're announcing today, the Invest in Innovations Fund which was a $150 million, and the Promise Neighborhoods, which we announced on Monday.

This week combined we're putting now almost $900 million to states, to districts, and to communities that are doing extraordinarily hard and tough and important courageous work. So we feel so good to be able to support the innovation and courage we're seeing around the country.


We wish frankly we had more resources to do this. There's still tremendous unmet demand of folks who are really working hard but to be able just this past week to support so much creativity at the state and district and local level. It has been an amazing opportunity.


And I think over the past two years we've seen more progress in education reform than over the previous two decades combined. Our states have acted with courage and with commitment to challenge status quo and have responded to the ambitious goals we've set out in Race to the Top.


They've absolutely raised the bar by adopting college and career-ready standards, and they're taking ways to change the way teachers are prepared and supported. They're turning around persistently low-performing schools and challenging status quo there and are taking steps to improve instruction in the classroom using data in more thoughtful ways.


This afternoon we're announcing the next round of states to advance reform and to benefit from RTT funding. Seven states will share $200 million to advance their reforms, their blueprint, their plan aimed at improving student achievement. And those seven states in alphabetical order are Arizona, Colorado, Illinois, Kentucky, Louisiana, New Jersey and Pennsylvania.

You should have already the exact amount each received. If you have questions on that happy to go through each one when I'm done.


These states are absolutely ready to do great things with the Race to the Top brand. All of them were finalists in the first two rounds last year, and on very short notice this fall they submitted comprehensive plans to sustain and build upon their momentum for reform and to expand their reach.


Their plans focus after pulling efforts to leverage comprehensive state-wide reform while also improving education in the STEM fields: science, technology, engineering and mathematics. With today's announcement a total of 21 states and D.C. are now receiving grants from Race to the Top including the first two rounds of state grants and the Early Learning Challenge Fund which we announced earlier. These states serve 65% -- 2/3 of the nation's children -- and about 50% of low-income students across the country. So the reach here is very, very broad.


Moving forward in 2012 we absolutely hope and anticipate the opportunity to expand upon Race to the Top impact. As all of you know, Congress recently passed an omnibus spending bill that includes an additional $550 million for Race to the Top in FY 2012.


The bill gives our department the opportunity to create a competition among school districts that are leading the way in reform. And obviously we'd play it at the state level and not played it with charter education. We've not been able to play directly with districts too - yet, and this is a huge opportunity and also gives us the flexibility to extend our investment in early learning and to support improvement in STEM education.


And we want to thank Congress for their commitment to education reform. In (2013) here at DOE we'll be working with stakeholders to design the next phase of Race to the Top to transform the lives of children.


Thank you so much, and Ann and I are ready to take your questions.

Elizabeth Utrup:
Operator, before you give your prompt, I just want to remind everyone on the call that today's call plus the materials sent around the press release and background documents are all on embargo for midnight tonight online stories and print stories for Friday morning's papers -- that's tomorrow morning.


With that I'll turn it over to your questions.

Coordinator:
Thank you. If you would like to ask a question please make sure the mute function on your phone is turned off. Press star 1 and then record your name at the prompt. If you would like to withdraw your question please press star 2. One moment please as we wait for the first question.


And our first question comes from (Howard Bloom). Your line is open.

(Howard Bloom):
If you can (kindly) clarify, would California have gotten its money for certain if they had completed the application or its share of the money, and what specifically was incomplete about California's application?
Sec. Arne Duncan:
They would have received the money and they simply had to commit to the reforms and to funding a part of their original Race to the Top plan. Unfortunately they submitted an incomplete application so we weren't able to fund them.
(Howard Bloom):
But again what specifically wasn't complete?
Ann Whalen:
So this is Ann Whalen. They submitted a letter that had the signatures and commitment to only a certain portion of the assurances that were required as part of that Part I application. So as a commitment to reform we asked that they make commitments around their data systems, around college and career- ready standards, around assessment, around not pulling back on any conditions for reform, and in California submission they actually left off some of these assurances.

Sec. Arne Duncan:
These are assurances to be clear they had committed to in their previous application but unfortunately they, for whatever reason, chose not to - we were simply looking for a recommitment, not a new commitment. And unfortunately that didn't happen.

(Howard Bloom):
Okay, thank you.

Coordinator:
And the next question comes from (Kevin Frakeem) with the Associated Press. Your line is open.
(Kevin Frakeem):
Hello. Can you provide some data and some specifics that would show, you said that there's been more progress in improving the nation's education system over the last three years than over the previous decades? What kind of data do you have to back up that?

Sec. Arne Duncan:
I'll give you a couple of things and urge you that you draw your conclusions and do your own research. So one of the things that you've seen obviously -- thanks in part to Race to the Top -- is 46 states adopt college and career-ready standards, raised the bar. That's something that has been talked about, debated for a long, long time. No one predicted that was possible. No one a couple of years ago thought there was any chance the states would voluntarily adopt college and career standards. And that's exactly what happened: the overwhelming majority of states have taken a huge step in the right direction. So that's very, very encouraging.


You have many states taking on the top issue of how to better support and evaluate teachers and principals and we'd had broken teacher evaluation systems in many places unfortunately for five or six or seven decades. And this is hard work. It's by no means, no means perfect in any state but you've seen more effort there and more movement in a short amount of time than you have in a long time prior to that. And many of the states are actually using Race to the Top resources to do that.

A third data point would be that historically people unfortunately just accepted the status quo when you had chronically underperforming schools. And unfortunately literally for decades those schools and unfortunately those children in those communities were left to languish. And for the first time now in the country we have about a thousand schools around the nation that are being turned around.


For the first time the country is in the business of challenging that status quo and doing the hard work in those chronically underperforming schools of getting much better results. And we have some preliminary data not in every school but in many of them it's very, very exciting.


So just on those couple of points huge move in terms of college and career standards, lots of stuff or work around teacher and principal evaluation support, turning around underperforming schools. In any of those I think I can make a pretty compelling case that you have not seen the kind of movement we've seen recently over the past two decades.

(Kevin Frakeem):
Okay, thank you.

Coordinator:
And the next question comes from Yesenia Robles from the Denver Post. Your line is open.
Yesenia Robles:
Hi. I wanted to know if you could just step back again and go over why this part of Race to the Top funding was important for this final list.

Sec. Arne Duncan:
Well, these are great states and I've said repeatedly that I think, you know, Colorado is helping lead the country where we need to go in education reform, has been an absolute leader. And unfortunately Colorado didn't win in the first round -- their Race to the Top.


But what was so pleasing to me is Colorado didn't stop their reforms. They kept moving forward. There's so much creativity going on there and this is the opportunity -- almost exactly $18 million, so a very significant investment in Colorado. And we just want to support the good work that's going on there not just for the children of Colorado but for the children of the country.


And I had a chance to speak with the governor yesterday and just congratulate him and his courage, his leadership, and his commitment. He I think is just remarkable.

So we're proud to be able to invest on Colorado who is moving forward with or without the resources, which is sort of exactly the attitude we want. But we think our investment can hopefully expedite those changes. And Colorado built a plan that they thought was great for their state and for their children, and this is just the chance to help the implement their plan.

Yesenia Robles:
Okay. Also were there any kind of grading rubrics for this part of the competition?

Sec. Arne Duncan:
Well, we had a high level of confidence in all these states, and so basically we were simply looking for them to articulate to us what they would use these resources for to implement their plan, and Colorado and the other six states did that extraordinarily well.

Yesenia Robles:
Okay, thank you.

Coordinator:
The next question comes from Michele McNeil with Education Week. And your line is open.

Michele McNeil:
Thank you. So yesterday you all sent a pretty harsh letter to Hawaii for unsatisfactory performance on their Race to the Top plan. I just wanted to know if you're sending a message to all the winners including the seven today that you're prepared to take back their money if they don't make good on what they said they would do.

Sec. Arne Duncan:
I just beg to differ slightly, Michele. I don't think it was a harsh letter. I think it was a very honest letter. And we very much hope and want Hawaii to succeed but we are very clear that if things don't change there that they are in danger of losing their resources. And we've talked to everybody. I spoke with the governor today and Ann has talked repeatedly to staff in their department of education, to staff in the governor's team, and our team has really invested in helping them be successful.


But if things don't change Hawaii is going to end up in a tough spot, and I think it's our obligation to be very clear on that, and we've said from day one we would be clear, and I think that's all we were doing. And we're going to treat Hawaii and everybody else exactly the same, be 100% consistent.

Michele McNeil:
Thank you.

Coordinator:
And the next question comes from Lindsey Layton with the Washington Post. Your line is open.
Lindsey Layton:
Thanks very much. Good afternoon. So Secretary Duncan, on Hawaii, how much time is the department willing to give that state to meet its commitments before you say enough.
Sec. Arne Duncan:
Well, there's not a firm deadline on that, but when I spoke to the governor today we were clear that, you know, early - obviously it's the end of the calendar year, sort of a natural break in point and, you know, it hasn't been a great year frankly for Hawaii.

And so we're going to look for some pretty significant improvements, you know, early in the new year. So that's not a hard set date, and if we see things turning around that's our hope. That'd be fantastic. But if we don't see things turning around then we have some tough decisions to make.


Did I answer your question, Lindsey?

Lindsey Layton:
Yes, thank you. I have one follow-up.

Sec. Arne Duncan:
Go ahead.

Lindsey Layton:
I was wondering. All these success - the winners that you're announcing today have some STEM component to their plans. And in the most recent NAEP data shows that we're making progress across the country in Math but where we're stumbling is reading. And so I'm wondering, do these plans seem a little out of synch with what the NAEP data is telling you about the needs in classrooms around the country.

Sec. Arne Duncan:
Well, we think obviously - while we're happy with the math progress I think clearly, Lindsey, if you look across the nation I don't think anybody would tell you we're doing enough in these STEM fields. And so long will it go - obviously reading is core and is part of, you know, many - probably all the states' plans, but we just want to have a special emphasis on STEM, and we'll probably continue to have that because frankly I think so far to go in the STEM areas.


And it's not just where we are today. I think so many of the good jobs in the future are going to require a higher level of ability and capability and attitude in the STEM fields. And we think we can best prepare young people to be successful if we have that emphasis.

And so that's something going forward we're going to continue to shine a spotlight on. Obviously, you know, reading and everything else is absolutely hugely important as well, but STEM I think needs a boost and we're going to try and find all the opportunities to continue to do that.

Lindsey Layton:
Thank you.

Coordinator:
And the next question comes from Rebecca Vevea from Chicago News Cooperative. Your line is open.

Rebecca Vevea:
Hi, good afternoon. I am covering Illinois obviously and I'm wondering if - I've been talking to people around the state in the last week or so about kind of losing out on all three rounds. Do you have any thoughts going forward on maybe giving points to states based on doing what they said they were going to do and maybe just continue to back off on what's happening with Hawaii. What are your thoughts on that?

Sec. Arne Duncan:
To be clear Illinois didn't lose in Round 3. This is Round 3 funding. So this is almost $43 million going to Illinois as part of Round 3 of Race to the Top. So 1, they're - you're accurate; we did not fund them on the Early Learning Challenge, and they didn't receive the full amount that they applied for in the first rounds of Race to the Top. This is a really significant investment in Illinois.


To answer your question we will absolutely track states' progress and whether it's on Race to the Top or whether in School Improvement grants, or Investing in Innovation, or Promise Neighborhoods, we are going to continue to hold people accountable, not for having good plans on paper. That's the starting point but we're executing against those plans. And we will watch very closely people's ability to deliver upon what they committed to. And we think that's just the fair and the honest way to do this.


What was so impressive to me about Illinois is Illinois, like Colorado like this other state, although they didn't win in the first two rounds of Race to the Top they did a fantastic job of bringing together a statewide coalition to drive reform and continued to move with tremendous enthusiasm and urgency without our resources.


And so where a state, you know, gives up or throws up their hands or whatever, that's not a state we're interested in investing in. Illinois did the opposite. Illinois appreciated the opportunity to come up with a comprehensive plan, to keep moving forward, and we feel really good about Illinois continuing to drive reform. We're thrilled to be able to invest $43 million. It's a very significant investment and we'll watch Illinois and every other state as they move forward in terms of executing against their plan.

Rebecca Vevea:
Thank you.

Coordinator:
The next question comes from Stephanie Banchero with the Wall Street Journal. Your line is open.
Stephanie Banchero:
Yes, thank you. Thank you for taking the call. I wanted to ask you to sort of piggyback on your last answer about your holding folks accountable not for the plan but for the implementation of the plan. I'm curious what you think so far about the implementation that we've seen in the last -- what has it been -- a year, year and a half? Hawaii side, are you pleased with the progress with how folks are moving along or sort of disappointed in all the delays? What's your feeling on that?

Sec. Arne Duncan:
Overall, Stephanie, big picture stepping back I'm actually extraordinarily pleased. And this is really, really tough, hard work. There's the reason this work hasn't happened for decades in this country. And you see these guys taking on this extraordinarily tough challenge in a real, open and honest way. Overall I'm pleased.


Where we are actually going to be really interested in some point in January -- probably mid to late January -- we're going to put out sort of a score card or report card in every state, and their strengths and weaknesses and where we think and - you know, every state has further to go, and some states were a little more concerned than others. But big picture, to see the amount of work, to see what happened, I'm actually very, very hopeful about where we're going.
Stephanie Banchero:
All right, thank you.

Coordinator:
And the next question comes from Jan Murphy with the Patriot News. Your line is open.

Jan Murphy:
Thank you very much and good afternoon. I was wondering if you could speak to Pennsylvania's application and what you found most appealing about it.

Sec. Arne Duncan:
I'll have Ann talk but just in terms of dollar investment it's over $41 million going to Pennsylvania, and I'll have Ann walk you through some of the specifics of what was appealing to us in Pennsylvania's application.

Ann Whalen:
Hi. So one thing just to remember is that Pennsylvania is leveraging on some of the activities that it outlined in its Phase II plan, so we know that Pennsylvania brought together and did a lot of work in still being a vision for education reform in Pennsylvania for its Phase II application in 2010. So as part of the Phase III it really captured on some of that work as well as the work that was done to date and it's using this Race to the Top III funds to accelerate that.


So specifically they are really advancing the implementation of the teacher evaluation model within the state as well as piloting and developing the new (specials) in principal evaluation model. They're also helping and supporting development of tools and resources to support educators to transition to the new college and career-ready standards through kind of increased investment in some common tasks of performance assessment so that kids really have real access to problems that are real-world examples that we think will be a wonderful way for them to learn.


And then finally the state is also furthering their investment in their data systems, leveraging some transparency to show how their districts and schools are doing to the public, as well as providing educators real-time data in the classrooms to really inform and improve instruction.


So we're really excited about all those investments.
Jan Murphy:
Thank you.

Coordinator:
And our next question comes from John Lauerman of Bloomberg News. Your line is open.

John Lauerman:
Hi, thanks for taking my question. So I just want to go back to Hawaii for a minute. Could you talk for just a second about specifically what you think is wrong there? And then I have a second question.
Sec. Arne Duncan:
So I'll just start quickly and turn over to Ann. And it goes a little bit back to Stephanie's point. And I guess philosophically I'm less concerned about time frames than I am about momentum and movement. We know this work is really difficult. We know it's hard and if a state is making progress I think we're going to be a little bit flexible in terms of time.


Big picture we just haven't seen anywhere near the type of progress we need from Hawaii and that's why we felt compelled just to very honestly let them know how concerned we were and to sort of really try and create a greater sense of urgency for them to deliver against what they want. But Ann could sort of walk you through...
John Lauerman:
Ann, if you're going to answer this specifically, could you just tell me what is it that you want them to move faster on that they are not doing. That's all I really am looking for. What did you want them to do that they're not doing?

Ann Whalen:
So what we wanted them to do is that they be committed to specifically perform...
John Lauerman:
Yes, that's what I want to know, yes.

((Crosstalk))

Ann Whalen:
...(teacher plan), that in their first, you know, 14, 18 months they had not met the vast majority of their own milestones and their own commitment...
John Lauerman:
Like what?

((Crosstalk))

Ann Whalen:
...their support for their educators in the classroom, developing their, you know, their teacher evaluation system, their professional development and their supports to them. There have been kind of some delays around the rollout of the transition to the (common) and career-ready standards support. And, you know, we're working every closely with the state and we want to do whatever we can to support them.


If you look at the letter online that goes into a lot more detail in some of these areas.

John Lauerman:
Yes, okay. Okay.

Ann Whalen:
So I promise I'll make sure to send that over to you.

John Lauerman:
Oh, that will be great. I didn't see it. Thank you.


And then my second question is what's the future, what is the next kind of funding opportunity in the program for K through 12?

Sec. Arne Duncan:
So we said for FY '12 we had this $550 million for Race to the Top and we would very much like to have a district- level competition. We've never had that opportunity. We've seen a huge amount of progress in the state level and we're thrilled to see the movement in the early childhood side, but this is obviously - you know, the district is a huge leverage point.


And so we're going to really think through over the next couple of months what that competition would look like, but we're really excited to have that chance.

John Lauerman:
Okay, okay. I understand now, I get it. Okay, thanks very much.

Coordinator:
And our next call comes from Joy Resmovits, The Huffington Post. Your line is open.
Joy Resmovits:
Hi. Thanks so much taking the call. I was wondering if just to elaborate on what you said about accountability.  Are you in the process of preparing similar letters like the one you sent to Hawaii for other states in addition to the report card?

Sec. Arne Duncan:
There's no other state that we're putting on at-risk status at this point, but every state will get their - well, again it will be pretty interesting for you to join and obviously follow so closely. And Ann, her team, are going to put out sort of report cards on where we're at with every state, you know, great transparency. And every state has strengths, every state has weaknesses, every state, you know, got different challenges they're working on. But again sort of the next three to four weeks that will be out, and I think you guys will find it pretty, pretty interesting.

Joy Resmovits:
Thanks.

Elizabeth Utrup:
Operator, we have time for one more question.
Coordinator:
Okay. And our next question will come from Jessica Calefati with the Star Ledger. Your line is open.
Jessica Calefati:
Ann, thank you, Arne, for taking our call. And wanted to know, similarly to the question about Illinois, if you can comment on the education reform work that has been going on in New Jersey under Governor Chris Christie in light of our previous Race to the Top losses?

Sec. Arne Duncan:
Again this is not a Race to the Top loss...
Jessica Calefati:
Previously, previously.

Sec. Arne Duncan:
...I'm pretty clear this is a Race to the Top win. So this almost $38 million that we're investing in New Jersey, and Ann's kind of going to walk you through some of the specifics. But we were very, very impressed with New Jersey's plan. I think the government is working really hard on Chris Serf, the State Superintendent. I think he's doing a great job as well. So we feel really good about investing in what New Jersey's doing. I'll let Ann walk you through some of their specifics.

Ann Whalen:
And similar to Pennsylvania, New Jersey has really built enough of work to date. They've gone underway since their two applications. So specifically they're really advancing the work. They've already begun in their teacher evaluation system statewide and piloting a new evaluation system for their principals, and that's being done and rolling out in collaboration and communication with their teachers, school leaders and other stakeholder groups.


Additionally the state is using the Race to the Top Phase III funds to develop instructional support tools and model curriculum to help the educators within the state transition to the new college and career-ready standards. So we're really excited and they're leveraging their Race to the Top III funds as well as their technology platform to really take the peak to a new level.

Jessica Calefati:
One quick follow-up question.

Sec. Arne Duncan:
Absolutely. Go ahead.

Jessica Calefati:
Would you say that this round of competition is still competition or was it kind of a set thing that the states that had been finalists would get some funding assuming they filled everything out properly.

Sec. Arne Duncan:
So we wanted to invest. Again we just wanted the states to - two things we wanted to do. First of all we were really impressed with their applications on the first go-around, and had we had more resources we would have funded them fully. We went to look at where they continue to drive reform when they didn't receive that first set of - that first chance at funding, and all the states continued to move forward.

And we wanted just to make sure that they were still committed to their original plan, since somehow if they weren’t then we wouldn't be able to fund them. But if they were still really driving reform and if they were committed to continue to invest in their plan, those are the states that we felt great about putting more money into.

Jessica Calefati:
All right. Thank you very much.

Sec. Arne Duncan:
Operator, we can take two more.

Coordinator:
Okay. And the next question will come from Ben Wieder from Stateline. Your line is open.

Ben Wieder:
Thanks. Thanks for your taking the question. I'm curious. Two of the states, Louisiana and Pennsylvania have not indicated that they are applying for waivers For No Child Left Behind, which have some similar mechanisms to at least some of the original Race to the Top language. Is there any concern that those states, by not pushing forward for the waiver that they're not as committed?

Sec. Arne Duncan:
Zero concern. And obviously we've had 11 states come in, we're going to have, you know, 25, 30, 35 more states come in on the second round of waivers and they may or may not choose to come in but that's honestly not a concern at all. Good question but not - couldn't fasten to our thinking whatsoever.

Ben Wieder:
Thank you.

Sec. Arne Duncan:
Last one, Operator.

Coordinator:
And the last question will come from Toni Konz with the Courier Journal. Your line is open.

Toni Konz:
Oh, thank you. I just had a quick section. I mean a lot of - I mean you said they haven't lost out but there is the third time that Kentucky finally came through and got some money here. And there's kind of a sentiment in the state here that "they made a deal with the devil" kind of. To get this Race to the Top money they've made a lot of, you know, just a lot of changes and a lot of reform effort. What do you say to people who question the Race to the Top and what states have had to do in order to even qualify to apply for the grant?

Sec. Arne Duncan:
We think that the fundamentals of Race to the Top are pretty simple. You had to commit to higher standards. You had to commit to using data in a thoughtful way. You had to think about how to better support and evaluate teachers and principals, and you had to think about how you turn around and challenge status quo for low-performing schools.


We think whether or not Race to the Top exists that's exactly the work the states should be doing and we've been thrilled with the leadership and courage we've seen from states around the country, including Kentucky.


So, obviously that should be voluntary. If states weren't interested or didn't (feel comfortable) actually no need to apply. But the fact and matter is we had amazing amount of interest. I wish - there are many other states I would have felt great about funding. We simply didn't have the resources to go further down the list. And the fact that so many states have continued to drive reform who didn't receive our money I think lets you know their sense of urgency and their commitment to making sure many more children get a world-class education.

Toni Konz:
Thank you.

Elizabeth Utrup:
Thank you everybody for joining the call today. If you have any follow up please feel free to notify our press office. I'd be happy to answering additional questions that you have, and enjoy your holidays.


We can close the call now, Operator. Thank you.

Coordinator:
Thanks. And this concludes today's conference. Thank you for participating. You may disconnect at this time.
END

