THE U. S. DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION’S EXPENDITURES FOR CONFERENCES WITH EXPENSES IN EXCESS OF $100,000 IN
FISCAL YEAR 2015
INTRODUCTION
The U.S. Department of Education (“Department” or “ED”) continues to review conferences at the appropriate level, as required in Memorandum-12-12, “Promoting Efficient Spending to Support Agency Operations,” which the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) issued on May 11, 2012.  The Department has a number of internal controls to monitor expenditures on conferences.  This report describes the Department’s efforts to continuously evaluate and improve its processes to ensure that the Department remains responsible stewards of public funds, as required by Memorandum 12-12 and Public Law 113-6 section 3003.   
Building on the Department’s fiscal year (FY) 2014 improvement efforts described in last year’s report (www2.ed.gov/about/reports/annual/2014-conferences-report.doc), the Department enhanced its review and approval process and identified cost saving measures through our review and approval SharePoint site (Data Site).  Conference data continues to be analyzed and used to inform policies and practices, which helps identify savings.  In addition, the Data Site is used to track proposed conferences through the review and approval process thereby helping to ensure that each conference is thoroughly reviewed in a timely manner by the appropriate technical experts/reviewers.
OVERVIEW
The Department sponsored 13 conferences with expenses in excess of $100,000 during FY 2015.  This is a reduction from the 17 conferences sponsored in FY 2014.  The total cost to the Department for these 13 conferences was approximately $3,360,525 compared to $4,374,774 spent in FY 2014. The FY 2015 cost represents .005 percent of the Department’s $67.3 billion in discretionary appropriations (including discretionary Pell Grant funding) and approximately a 23 percent reduction from the previous year.
  The average cost of these conferences was approximately $258,500, and the median was $195,320.
The Department’s primary purpose and focus for conducting in-person conferences is to offer training and technical assistance to non-Federal entities that are responsible for the administration and implementation of Department programs, as well as other non-Federal professionals who are responsible for research and data collections.  In addition to training the Office of Inspector General (OIG) employees, the conferences held in FY 2015 supported the Department’s work in three content areas:  elementary and secondary education, college and career education, and research and evaluation.  The following information presents a summary of FY 2015 conferences; more detailed information on each conference is provided in the Appendix.

Elementary and Secondary Education
· The Department held seven (7) conferences in this area; these conferences accounted for slightly more than 51 percent of the Department’s expenditures on conferences over $100,000.

· Three (3) of these conferences were award programs, recognition ceremonies, or summits authorized by statute or Executive Order for outstanding schools, teachers, and students.  
· Two (2) of the conferences provided training and/or instruction to non-Federal project directors who received competitive grants from the Department.  Project directors were trained on effective grant management, including required reports on annual progress; implementation of rigorous project evaluations; and adherence to Federal cost principles.  Experts provided information to help grantees effectively and efficiently meet their project goals and maximize the impact of their projects.
· The remaining two (2) conferences were dedicated to gaining practical knowledge and commitment from those in the K-12 field who are making a difference in education in their communities.  Those highlighted at the conferences continue to lead change and serve as a resource to ED as we share their successes with those facing challenges in areas these individuals have overcome. 
College and Careers
· The Department held three (3) conferences in this area; these conferences accounted for slightly more than 34 percent of the Department’s expenditures on conferences over $100,000.  

· These three (3) conferences were the National Historically Black Colleges and Universities Week Annual Conference, the 2014 Federal Student Aid Conference for Financial Aid Professionals (FSA Annual Training), and the Title VI Project Director’s Meeting.
· The FSA Annual Training Conference is one component of a larger comprehensive training program for schools participating in the Higher Education Act Title IV programs.  Given the growth and size of the Federal student aid programs and the recent changes in student aid policies, the Department determined that an annual face-to-face, hands-on technical assistance and training is critical to support schools participating in these programs. 

Research and Evaluation
· The Department held two (2) conferences in this area; they accounted for approximately 12 percent of the Department's expenditures on conferences over $100,000.

· One conference, a national forum, focused on improving the quality of multiple required data collections and statewide data systems.  It provided States, districts, and schools with advice on the collection, maintenance, and use of elementary and secondary education data.
· The other conference focused on providing i3 grantees an opportunity to network, share and gain technical knowledge, and showcase current i3 projects and best practices.
Employee Training

· The remaining conference provided training to OIG managers and accounted for approximately 3 percent of the Department's expenditures on conferences over $100,000.  This training focused on techniques to enhance employee engagement, optimize individual effectiveness, and improve organizational performance.
ONGOING EFFORTS TO REDUCE CONFERENCE SPENDING
To increase efficiency and reduce conference spending, offices throughout the Department utilize a wide variety of available technologies, where feasible, to communicate with stakeholders and the public.  Such technologies include conference calls, video conferences, webinars, and online training tools.  By increasing our use of technology to conduct necessary meetings, we have reduced conference-related expenditures. 

The Department also continued to improve upon its ability to track conference data and expenditures through its Data Site.  The Data Site collects information required for the annual OMB report (described in OMB Memorandum-12-12) and the routine reporting to the Department’s Inspector General (described in section 3003 of the Consolidated and Further Continuing Appropriations Act, 2014).  Department staff is trained to enter information about planned conferences into the Data Site and to track the progress of that review through the approval process.  The Data Site provides summary data on a number of important variables (e.g., number of attendees and estimated costs).  Data derived from the Data Site is used by the Department to examine its conference-related expenditures, ensure consistency in the approval process, and provide information that may be helpful in identifying other cost-saving opportunities.  

In FY 2015, modifications to the Data Site were made available to improve data collection, which helped reduce spending for all conferences, including conferences with expenses less than $100,000.  These actions are outlined below.

Communication with Grantees

Providing assistance to grantees.  Senior staff from program offices that provide oversight of Department of Education grants continued to speak at meetings and conferences attended by the Department’s grantees.  During these conferences, Department staff reviewed the Department’s policies regarding the use of grant funds for conferences and answered questions about the practical application of Federal cost principles to grantee conferences.

PROCESS TO REVIEW AND AWARD CONFERENCE RELATED CONTRACTS AND EXPENSES
Unless otherwise authorized by statute or regulation, all contracts that include conference requirements conducted on behalf of the Department are competitively awarded.  Contracts that include conference requirements can be categorized into two groups:  (1) the objective of the resulting contract award is to receive the services necessary to conduct the conference(s); no other services are to be provided; and (2) the objective of the resulting contract award is to receive other services/deliverables in addition to conference services; conference services are secondary to the contract’s overall objective.  In general, most of ED’s contracts for conference services are the latter type in which conference services are secondary to the contract’s overall objective.  An example is a contract to provide technical assistance to project directors who are awarded discretionary grants from the Department.  The purpose of such a contract is to support project directors in fulfilling the objectives of the program and to ensure they follow performance reporting and other requirements of their grants.  In order to meet these needs, face-to-face meetings with the project directors may be necessary and included in the contract.  The expenses for such conferences are relatively small compared to the total technical assistance costs that include contractor labor costs for subject matter expertise and site visits.
Regardless of the contract’s main objective, an evaluation of each proposal is conducted to review the reasonableness of the proposed price(s) and or cost(s) of all conference and meeting expenses (e.g., travel costs, meeting space, Internet fees, audio-visual costs, and the cost of the contractor to support the meeting).  If during this evaluation it is determined that the proposed cost(s)/price(s) are not reasonable, the Department will conduct negotiations in order to address any concerns prior to making an award decision.  It is noted that there may be other considerations that impact costs that must be addressed.  For example, the Federal Student Aid’s annual training conference is attended by more than 5,000 persons from across the country.  There are a limited number of venues that can host such a large event.  Therefore, the sizes of the facility, as well as cost saving incentives that can be actualized, are key considerations.

After a contract is awarded, for any conference that requires meeting space outside of the Department, a second review is completed prior to authorizing the contractor to secure meeting space for the conference (i.e., sign a hotel contract for the meeting space).  During this review, the contracting officer (CO), as well as an office of departmental staff with specialized experience and certifications in government meeting planning, reviews the proposed hotel contract to ensure the best value is obtained on behalf of the government in terms of concessions, discounts, and cancellation fees.
APPENDIX
U.S. DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION’S EXPENDITURES FOR CONFERENCES
IN FY 2015
INFORMATION ON EACH CONFERENCE WITH EXPENSES IN EXCESS OF $100,000

We used the definition of “conferences” in OMB’s Memorandum-12-12 to identify the events to include in this report.  We excluded on-site peer reviews
 in which expert reviewers meet in person to discuss and make recommendations to the Department on competitive grant applications.  We also excluded meetings that contractors held to train their staffs to administer NAEP (or to administer other assessment or survey protocols), as well as meetings to obtain input from experts on item accuracy, grade-level appropriateness, absence of bias, and other technical requirements.  These activities are necessary to assist the Department in its research and evaluation efforts and, in the case of NAEP, are necessary for the Department to meet a statutory obligation.  We reviewed these events to ensure that costs were reasonable and necessary, but we are not reporting them here.

Detailed information on the 13 Department-sponsored conferences with expenses exceeding $100,000 that were held in FY 2015 and the waiver for the conference with expenses exceeding $500,000 is provided below.   Total conference expenses include all conference related expenditures (e.g., meeting space rental fees, conference contractor labor, materials production, non-federal travel expenses, etc.)  Per Public Law 113, Section 3003, the approximate costs for food and beverage
, employee and/or contractor travel to and from the conference, and audio-visual shall be provided.  These costs are included in the total conference expenses.
Elementary and Secondary Education
1.  2014 National Blue Ribbon Schools Recognition Ceremony
· Conference Start Date:  11/10/2014
· Conference End Date:  11/11/2014
· Total Conference Expenses:  $260,565
Food and Beverage:  $111,650

Audio-Visual:  $55,410

Employee Travel:  $0

Contractor Travel:  $4,128

· Location:  Washington, DC
· Description of How the Conference Advanced ED’s Mission:  The purpose of the National Blue Ribbon Schools Recognition Ceremony is to recognize public and private elementary, middle, and high schools in which students perform at very high levels or where significant improvements are being made in students’ levels of academic achievement.  Blue Ribbon Schools are highly regarded by educators and other community leaders.  The FY 2015 annual awards ceremony was attended by principals and teachers from across the country.
· Number of Non-Federal Attendees Whose Travel or Other Conference Expenses Were Paid for By ED:  2 
· Total Conference Attendees:  840
2.  White House College Opportunity Summit
· Conference Start Date:  12/04/2014
· Conference End Date:  12/04/2014
· Total Conference Expenses:  $120,805
Food and Beverage:  $49,340

Audio-Visual:  $55,410

Employee Travel:  $0
Contractor Travel:  $0
· Location:  Washington, DC
· Description of How the Conference Advanced ED’s Mission:  As part of the follow-up from the “Call to Action” issued by President Obama at the January 2014 College Opportunity Summit, the Department held a summit that brought together K-12, higher education, and nonprofit leaders to support and create new bodies of work as well as acquire new commitments to increase college access and completion, especially for first-generation, low-income students.  Focus was placed on key areas with specific outcome goals for K12/Higher Education partnerships; more STEM graduates; College Consortia completion metrics; School Counselors/College Advising; and Remediation.  
· Number of Non-Federal Attendees Whose Travel or Other Conference Expenses Were Paid for By ED:  0
· Total Conference Attendees:  600
3.  White House Summit on Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders
· Conference Start Date:  05/12/2015
· Conference End Date:  05/12/2015
· Total Conference Expenses:  $170,000
Food and Beverage:  $33,290

Audio-Visual:  $17,285

Employee Travel:  $0

Contractor Travel:  $0
· Location:  Washington, DC
· Description of How the Conference Advanced ED’s Mission:  Since the re-establishment of the White House Initiative on Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders (Initiative) in 2009, the President and his Administration have been committed to improving the quality of life and opportunities for Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders (AAPIs) by increasing access to, and participation in, Federal programs where AAPIs remain underserved.  The Summit focused on highlighting the accomplishments of the initiative over the past six years and challenged participants to continue making significant strides on behalf of the AAPI community, within the field of education broadly and, specifically, focusing on bullying prevention. 
· Number of Non-Federal Attendees Whose Travel or Other Conference Expenses Were Paid for By ED:  42
· Total Conference Attendees:  1,200
4.  Teach to Lead:  State Teacher Leadership Summit 
· Conference Start Date:  05/20/2015
· Conference End Date:  05/21/2015
· Total Conference Expenses:  $117,130
Food and Beverage:  $0
Audio-Visual:  $8,775
Employee Travel:  $0
Contractor Travel:  $27,345
· Location:  Vienna, VA
· Description of How the Conference Advanced ED’s Mission:  Meeting participants discussed how States, districts, and their local educators can expand and improve teacher leadership opportunities.  This meeting was a component of the Department's ongoing Teach to Lead initiative.  Each participating State team worked to identify how it could continue to promote teacher leadership and implement its plan for improving teacher leadership opportunities.
· Number of Non-Federal Attendees Whose Travel or Other Conference Expenses Were Paid for By ED:  22
· Total Conference Attendees:  75
5.  2014 US Presidential Scholars National Recognition Program
· Conference Start Date:  6/21/2015
· Conference End Date:  6/23/2015
· Total Conference Expenses:  $195,320
Food and Beverage:  $17,500

Audio-Visual:  $13,400

Employee Travel:  $0

Contractor Travel:  $0
· Location:  Washington, DC
· Description of How the Conference Advanced ED’s Mission:  This annual event recognizes and honors some of our nation’s most distinguished graduating high school seniors, including students who demonstrate exceptional talent in the visual, creative, and performing arts.  Each year, up to 141 students are named as Presidential Scholars, one of the nation’s highest honors, by ED.
· Number of Non-Federal Attendees Whose Travel or Other Conference Expenses Were Paid for By ED:  163
· Total Conference Attendees:  195
6.  21st Century Community Learning Centers Summer Institute 

· Conference Start Date:  7/27/2015
· Conference End Date:  7/29/2015
· Total Conference Expenses:  $455,710
Food and Beverage:  $0

Audio-Visual:  $86,275

Employee Travel:  $6,000
Contractor Travel:  $14,230
· Location:  Dallas, TX
· Description of How the Conference Advanced ED’s Mission:  This conference provided critical information, technical assistance, and professional learning for approximately 1,200 local and State people who work in afterschool enrichment programs supported by the 21st Century Community Learning Centers formula grant program.  There are over 5,000 subgrantees in all 54 States and territories operating nearly 10,000 different afterschool programs providing services to over one million disadvantages students and youth.

· Number of Non-Federal Attendees Whose Travel or Other Conference Expenses Were Paid for By ED:  0
· Total Conference Attendees:  1197
7.  Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) Leadership Conference
· Conference Start Date:  7/27/2015
· Conference End Date:  7/29/2015
· Total Conference Expenses:  $407,730
Food and Beverage:  $0
Audio-Visual:  $113,880
Employee Travel:  $0

Contractor Travel:  $1,084
· Location:  Washington, DC
· Description of How the Conference Advanced ED’s Mission:  This conference encouraged  better outcomes for infants, toddlers, children, and youth with disabilities and their families by providing opportunities for key leaders and partners to interact with Department staff and ED-funded technical assistance providers.

· Number of Non-Federal Attendees Whose Travel or Other Conference Expenses Were Paid for By ED:  0
· Total Conference Attendees:  1,120
College and Careers
1.  2014 Federal Student Aid (FSA)   Training Conference for Financial Aid Professionals
· Conference Start Date:  12/2/2014
· Conference End Date:  12/5/2014
· Total Conference Expenses:  $717,205
Food and Beverage:  $0

Audio-Visual:  $475,697

Employee Travel:  $171,000

Contractor Travel:  $5,314
· Location:  Atlanta, GA
· Description of How the Conference Advanced ED’s Mission:  In support of FSA's mission to administer the Title IV student aid programs, FSA hosts an annual training program for schools participating in Title IV programs.  Given the growth and size of the Federal student aid programs and recent changes in student aid policies, programs, and procedures, face-to-face, hands-on technical assistance and training are critical to support schools participating in these programs to properly manage taxpayer resources.  The schools in attendance at the 2014 FSA Training were responsible for disbursing approximately $97 billion in annual Title IV aid.  This represented approximately 73 percent of all aid disbursed last year and on average amounted to approximately $48 million per school in attendance.  The unit cost to train a school charged with annually managing approximately $48 million in taxpayer funds was approximately $256 per school.
· Number of Attendees Whose Travel or Other Conference Expenses Were Paid for By ED:  118
· Total Conference Attendees:  5,777
2.  Title VI Project Directors’ Meeting  
· Conference Start Date:  3/22/2015
· Conference End Date:  3/24/2015
· Total Conference Expenses:  $160,500
Food and Beverage:  $0

Audio-Visual:  $41,109

Employee Travel:  $0

Contractor Travel:  $0
· Location:  Washington, DC 
· Description of How the Conference Advanced ED’s Mission:  Every four years, the Office of Postsecondary Education’s International and Foreign Language Education (IFLE) office holds a Project Directors’ Meeting for programs funded under Title VI of the Higher Education Act of 1965, as amended.  These programs represent a $65 million annual investment supporting 269 new institutional awards and 1,510 student fellowships in FYs 2014-2017.  These programs help to meet the national need for expertise and competence in foreign languages and area/international studies.  The meeting provided grantees and support staff with technical assistance and guidance on the Department’s discretionary grant policies and Title VI regulations, including the use of new Performance Measurement Forms that will help grantees and ED to report on grant results in quantitative form.
· Number of Non-Federal Attendees Whose Travel or Other Conference Expenses Were Paid for By ED:  2
· Total Conference Attendees:  525
3.  2015 National Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCU) Week Conference
· Conference Start Date:  9/22/2015
· Conference End Date:  9/23/2015
· Total Conference Expenses:  $251,050
Food and Beverage:  $133,670

Audio-Visual:  $72,155

Employee Travel:  $0

Contractor Travel:  $0
· Location:  Washington, DC
· Description of How the Conference Advanced ED’s Mission:  This annual conference brought together HBCU Presidents and Chancellors, Members of Congress, academic officers, Federal agency representatives, and HBCU sponsors and partners to focus on building the capacity of HBCUs to advance their respective missions.
· Number of Non-Federal Attendees Whose Travel or Other Conference Expenses Were Paid for By ED:  85
· Total Conference Attendees:  980
Research and Evaluation
1.  Investing in Innovation (i3) FY 2015 Project Directors Meeting
· Conference Start Date:  6/10/2015
· Conference End Date:  6/12/2015
· Total Conference Expenses:  $262,100
Food and Beverage:  $0

Audio-Visual:  $98,355

Employee Travel:  $0

Contractor Travel:  $5,865
· Location:  Washington, DC
· Description of How the Conference Advanced ED’s Mission:  The purpose of this meeting is to promote information sharing among i3 grantees, highlight best practices, and allow for sharing with the public.  The 2015 i3 Project Director’s Meeting focused on technical assistance to support implementation of funded projects and to help ensure compliance; evaluation through inquiry to encourage continuous program improvement; and networking among the 2010, 2011, 2012, and 2013 i3 grantees and the new 2014 i3 grantees.  Networking included sharing innovative approaches to education, discussing how to maintain sustainability, and highlighting best practices.  Lastly, the meeting created a forum for grantees to share their projects, results, products, logic models, etc., with the general public. 
· Number of Non-Federal Attendees Whose Travel or Other Conference Expenses Were Paid for By ED:  0
· Total Conference Attendees:  581
2.  2015 Summer Forum on Education Statistics
· Conference Start Date:  7/06/2015
· Conference End Date:  7/08/2015
· Total Conference Expenses:  $138,040
Food and Beverage:  $0

Audio-Visual:  $11,776

Employee Travel:  $0

Contractor Travel:  $0
· Location:  Washington, DC
· Description of How the Conference Advanced ED’s Mission:  This NCES conference provided States, districts, and schools with advice on the collection, maintenance, and use of elementary and secondary education data.  Education researchers, policymakers, and data system managers from States and districts discussed technical and policy issues related to the collection, maintenance, and use of data to improve the quality of education.
· Number of Non-Federal Attendees Whose Travel or Other Conference Expenses Were Paid for By ED:  45
· Total Conference Attendees:  135
Employee Training
1.  Office of Inspector General Managers’ Training
· Conference Start Date:  4/20/2015
· Conference End Date:  4/24/2015
· Total Conference Expenses:  $104,370
Food and Beverage:  $0

Audio-Visual:  $0

Employee Travel:  $84,375

Contractor Travel:  $1,895
· Location:  Sacramento, CA
· Description of How the Conference Advanced ED’s Mission:  The mission of the Office of Inspector General (OIG) is to promote the efficient and effective use of taxpayer dollars in support of American education by providing independent and objective assistance to the Congress and the Secretary in assuring continuous improvement in program delivery, effectiveness, and integrity.  This staff training conference supported ED’s mission by enhancing OIG managers’ ability to manage staff responsible for conducting the audit, investigation, and operations related work that is the foundation of our mission. 
· Number of Attendees Whose Travel or Other Conference Expenses Were Paid for By ED:  57

· Total Conference Attendees:  57
� Department programs also provide grant, loan, and work-study assistance to more than 13 million postsecondary students.


� The majority of the Department’s peer review meetings are conducted virtually via teleconference.  On-site peer review meetings were conducted in limited instances where a program office determined that an on-site, face-to-face review was necessary due to the complexity of the application and the review process.


� Gift/sponsored funds from ED approved non-federal donors were used for all listed food and beverage expenses, with the exception of a portion of the food and beverage purchased for the ceremony luncheon during the 2014 National Blue Ribbon Schools Recognition Ceremony.
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