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Coordinator:
Welcome and thank you for standing by. At this time all participants are in a listen-only mode. After today’s presentation, there will be a question-and-answer session. At that time to ask your question, please press star 1 on your phone.


Today’s conference call is being recorded. If you have any objections, you may disconnect at this time. I would now like to introduce your host. We have Mr. John White. Sir, you may begin.

John White:
Thank you and hello. Thank you, everyone, for joining us today. I especially want to thank Mr. Al Cross from the Institute for Rural Journalism and Community Issues at the University of Kentucky for helping us organize today’s call and in a moment you’ll hear from the United States Secretary of Education Arne Duncan.


We will also be joined by Dr. John Hill, the Director of the National Rural Education Association to discuss the need to reauthorize the Elementary and Secondary Education Act.


Dr. Hill will help us answer your questions related to challenges and opportunities in schools today and Secretary Duncan will begin by giving a brief opening statement and then we’ll open it up and take your questions so Secretary Duncan, we’re ready to begin.

Arne Duncan:
Thanks all of you for being with us and last night as all of you know, the President clearly signaled his commitment to education and his desire to fix No Child Left Behind.


The President and I both understand that NCLB doesn’t work in every school in America, in particular for schools in rural communities. Over the past two years, I’ve traveled to nearly every state in the country. I’ve seen both the strengths and the unmet needs and challenges of rural areas first-hand.


I’ve been in some excellent rural schools that have innovative teachers, engaged students and tremendous community support. In North Dakota I visited a classroom where an anatomy teacher was teaching to students in five different schools at the same time using video technology.


In Arkansas, the Hamburg Schools have a partner with a local university to train and engage parents to become pre-kindergarten teachers at their local elementary school. At the same time, I’ve seen great challenges associated with distance and isolation which also makes the impact of poverty uniquely acute.


We have the means to overcome distance and to provide every child with a great education and I know rural students are smart, as committed, as creative and as innovative as any student anywhere in the world but we need to unbind the hands of innovation in rural schools and provide support to overcome the unique challenges of distance.


Rural schools are critical to improving our nation’s economy and our nation’s future. Our plan to reauthorize the Elementary and Secondary Education Act will give school and community leaders' flexibility to design and implement reform strategies based on their capacity to address their needs.


For the vast majority of schools, it moves away from NCLB one-size-fits-all approach to reform. Earlier this morning, I held a press conference with Senators Harkin, Enzi and Alexander. They will be along with Senator Bingaman; they will be leaders in the Senate’s work to reauthorize NCLB.


All of them are great advocates for rural communities and I look forward to working with them to create a law that works better for rural America. Their strong interest in fixing NCLB from both sides of the aisle in Congress as well as from governors from both parties and local education leaders across the country.


People realize that NCLB has many, many flaws from mislabeling to overreaching to lowering of standards. On many issues, Democrats and Republicans share a common sense approach. First of all, we want a fair accountability system. No one likes how NCLB labels schools as failures even when they’re making real gains.


We need to reward schools that are succeeding and focus support on the schools of students most at risk. We’re committing to recognizing and rewarding schools that are producing individual student growth.


We also believe in flexibility. Communities and teachers know what’s best for their students. We need a law that provides most schools with flexibility to decide how best to accelerate student achievements and we all believe that high standards are needed to prepare our children to compete in the global economy.


Thankfully thanks to courage at the local levels, 40 states are now voluntarily raising standards and we’re very supportive of that effort. We also want a narrower, more targeted role for the federal government. We want to be an engine of innovation rather than a compliance-driven bureaucracy.


We need to reduce the federal footprint and promote efficiency in how we operate and that’s why our proposal consolidates 38 programs into 11 and that support great principles, great teaching and a well-rounded education.


We all share our commitment to reducing the size of ESEA. We don’t need a huge bill to explain how the federal government supports state and local reform. Thank you. I now will invite Dr. John Hill, the Director of the National Rural Education Association to make some remarks and then we’ll open it up for your questions. Dr. Hill?

Dr. John Hill:
Yes, thank you, Secretary Duncan. Just a few comments. The National Rural Education Association is in its 104th year representing rural communities. As we look at the reauthorization of the Act, we are looking for rural communities again as you’ve mentioned flexibility, rural people are highly competitive people and we really love to compete against big schools and win.


But when it comes to competition for some of the grants and so forth, we encourage everyone to look at ways to level the playing field because rural communities and schools don’t have the capacity, they don’t have the manpower to fill-out grants and so forth.


From the rural perspective, the (reet) program has been a great program for many of our districts and one of its characteristics that make it strong is that the money flows directly to the districts and we cut out a lot of red tape in the middle and so rural people, we’re independent and so that’s a feature that gets the money directly to the kids we think.


The other issue that we think needs to be looked at from a rural perspective is formula fairness and the formulas are somewhat complicated. They’re figured in multiple ways and we would like to see numbers that are used that helps money flow back to the rural communities as it did previously.


So those are some quick comments but from our organization’s standpoint, we’re here to work with the Department of Ed and work with our legislators to move the quality of education for our students forward.

John White:
Thank you so much Dr. Hill and operator, we’re now happy to take some questions.

Coordinator:
Thank you so much. If you would like to ask a question, please press star then 1 on your phone. Please be sure your line is unmuted and record your name when prompted. If you need to withdraw that request, you press star then 2. Once again to ask your questions, please press star 1. One moment, sir, for your first question.

Arne Duncan:
We’re ready for our first question.

Coordinator:
This first question is from Jon Harsch of Agri-Pulse. Your line is open.

Jon Harsch:
Hi, good morning, Mr. Secretary. Could you tell me what impact the present discussions about budget cuts will have on this whole plan?

Arne Duncan:
Good question. First of all, I think the President made very clear last night that he sees education as an investment, not as an expense and he’s going to continue to do everything he can with Congress’ support to move us forward.


Secondly it’s important also to understand that as we talk about fixing NCLB and its policy conversation, that’s separate. That’s divorced from the budget conversation and for us to fix NCLB, that honestly doesn’t cost a dime and so we want to move forward on two separate tracks.


Obviously continue to work hard to bring desperately needed resource into education but we think a lot of the law is currently broken, is putting - has in place - now some disincentives, some perverse incentives where we actually need to go and things that I think have pretty damaging to schools around the country and in particular rural schools and we have an opportunity to fix that and again there’s literally no dollars attached to that policy change.

Jon Harsch:
And as a follow-up, you mentioned consolidating those 38 programs. Are there actually budget savings from steps like that?

Arne Duncan:
There are savings and it’s part of what we’re trying to do to fundamentally change our culture here. We think we’ve been a difficult bureaucracy for folks to deal with by having less points of contact, less programs.


We think it would be much easier for folks at the local level, at the state level to interact with us and it’s part of the larger culture shift we’re trying to move to from being this large compliance-driven bureaucracy to being an engine of innovation.


As all of you know, these kinds of consolidations are difficult, they’re tough, but we’re really trying to walk the walk here and do the right thing, both from a budgetary standpoint but also from a reducing bureaucracy standpoint in our partnerships with local educators.

Coordinator:
And sir your next question is from Lisa Autry of Kentucky Public Radio. Your line is open.

Lisa Autry:
Hi, Secretary Duncan. Thanks for taking my question. Rand Paul our Senator from Kentucky unveiled a proposal this week to reduce federal spending to 2008 levels and one of the tenets of that is to totally abolish the Department of Education and move loan and grant programs into other departments. What are your thoughts on that?

Arne Duncan:
Obviously I’d like to see our department continue so I’d love to have that conversation with the Senator and at the end of the day, what I think is so important that all of us need to be working together.


There’s a simple fact of the matter is unfortunately that other countries are out-educating us today and whether you look at college graduation rates where we’ve gone from first to ninth in the world, whether you look at dropout rates that are about 25%, we have to do a much, much better job educationally.


The huge amount of action will always be at the local level. The vast majority of dollars state and local will always come there, not from us. Budgets will be at most 10% coming from the federal government but we think our ability to spur innovation, our ability to scale-up best practices is going to be hugely important.


And just so you know, I’m actually looking forward to coming to Kentucky in March, on March 11 and continuing to have the conversation with local educators there in your state.

Coordinator:
Your next question sir is from Derek Spellman of Joplin Globe. Your line is open.

Derek Spellman:
Thank you. Mr. Secretary, thanks for taking the call. I didn’t know if you could - this I think it pertains to not just rural schools - but the President last night talked about the goal of preparing 100,000 teachers I think within the next decade.


Can you kind of flesh that out for us a little bit, like what exactly would that entail and would that entail increased funding for schools, for teachers, or does that mean kind of tax credits or the federal government maybe pays for their college tuition if they agree to teach? I mean, can you expand on that?

Arne Duncan:
Yes, so that 100,000 is actually just specifically in the STEM area so the country, we’re going to need probably closer to a million teachers over the next four, five, six years as the baby boomers retire.


But what the President is focused on is this huge need for more math teachers, more science teachers, more folks who know engineering and technology and we see whether it’s rural or remote or inner-city urban, we see too many schools that don’t have great talent there.


So there are a number of incentives and things we tried to put in place to bring more talent into the STEM field and if we have more teachers who are experts in the content and love that content, I think that’s going to help us produce the next generation of entrepreneurs and innovators and without that support from the teachers, it’s difficult for our students to fulfill their potential.


So we have grants available, teach grants for folks going into education. We have a number of alternative certification programs. If you are a, you know, a biologist or a chemist coming from a different field who want to come in, if you’re coming out of the military Troops to Teachers programs, we actually have a Website we’ve launched which I encourage you to look at, teach.gov.


It’s trying to make this much easier for folks to navigate in coming into the profession and then finally something that’s very important that has passed. There are other things we’ve still working on. This is the law. It passed July 1st. It’s something called Income-Based Repayment, IBR.


And for young people today who want to come into education after 10 years of teaching, ten years of public service, all of their debt will be forgiven, will be erased and historically we’ve unfortunately lost talent from education to other more lucrative fields, folks who had a real heart for this but simply have been, you know, they had 60 or 80 or $100,000 in college loans couldn’t afford it.


Well now a huge, huge financial incentive to stay with the profession and if you do it for ten years, all those grants - I’m sorry, all those loans - are erased so front-end grants available through the teach grant, back-end on loan forgiveness and we’ve also put in an additional $40 billion for Pell Grants across the country over the next decade so very, very significant investment on the higher ed side.

Coordinator:
Sir, your next question comes from Matthew Stone of Kennebec Journal. Your line is open.

Matthew Stone:
Hi, Secretary. Thanks for taking my question. Dr. Hill in his remarks mentioned that the idea of leveling the playing field when it comes to competitive grants and I was wondering if in your outline for renewal of ESEA there’s any mechanism to assure that the playing field is leveled.

Arne Duncan:
Yes, it’s something - I welcomed Dr. Hill’s comments, I’ll just say briefly and I’ll turn it over to him - that, you know, we’re trying to get increasingly thoughtful in how we do this and whether it’s rural priorities, whether it’s putting into our grant competition, you know, a real significant stake that we want folks from rural communities playing, making it easier.


I think having our folks understand we’re not looking for, you know, fancy PowerPoint presentations. We’re looking for folks with real vision and real courage and so it’s something we’re trying to get better at.


We took a step in the right direction I think with the Invest and Innovation competition. Didn’t do it perfectly; learned some valuable lessons and want to continue to get better was something we’re absolutely committed to and are in this for the long haul and welcome you holding us accountable for that.


And Dr. Hill, I don’t know if you have anything, any insights or thoughts you want to add as to how we should be thinking about this.

Dr. John Hill:
One of the things I saw when I was helping write some of the innovation grants is that some people were just putting some things into the grid to earn their points for rural and I wasn’t convinced that probably the services were going to get out to the rural areas and so we probably need to relook at how to do some of that.


But I think in terms of offering technical assistance and what would be different instead of having technical assistance at different areas around the country, it’s really going to require going out and doing some face-to-face work because, you know, you take 80% of our land mass is rural and that it counts for 50% of the school districts and only 20% of the children.


So it’s not very dense out there and things are spread out so I think those kinds of efforts and perhaps really rethinking how we use technology to help people out in terms of applying for grants I think would be helpful.

Arne Duncan:
And I think you’re right on the money in Webinars and other things we’re trying to do more and more of going forward are absolutely a part of the answer, just that we’re seeing more and more of that in the classroom as we’re providing, you know, PD and technical assistance, we have to be using that.

Coordinator:
Your next question comes from Dorie Turner of Associated Press. Your line is open.

Dorie Turner:
Hi, Secretary Duncan. How are you doing?

Arne Duncan:
Great, thank you.

Dorie Turner:
Dr. Hill, I was wondering if you could name some specific examples of how No Child Left Behind, you know, has really put rural schools at a disadvantage.

Dr. John Hill:
I think and this we have to look closely state by state in terms of our schools making yearly adequate progress and the rules that work around that and that is that sometimes when you look at different categories, one student can make a difference, how one student performs can make a difference on whether a school is making yearly adequate progress or not.


Because the numbers are so low in some areas or they’re just right at the cutoff point to determine a group so that can be an issue. In terms of oh, some of the remediation programs where we talk about we need to look at replacing an administrator, we have some districts in South Dakota where there aren’t any administrators in the building to replace if that were to become necessary.


And so we need to look at different ways of doing that and then to look at the capacity of local districts. You know, you can go to a lot of small districts in America where the transportation director, the Title 1 director, the director of curriculum, the director of special services is in fact all the same person.


And so when a school district gets into crisis, it’s really hard to work through that one person and have that expertise to do all those things in that one individual so those are issues that are out there.

Arne Duncan:
If I could just add, Dorie, four more points I think where No Child Left Behind doesn’t work today for rural communities and where we can put some important fixes there that would be much more supportive of the hard work of local educators, first moving away from this focus on AYP and focusing on growth and gains is I think a much fairer and much more thoughtful way to evaluate progress.


And there’s no teacher I’ve talked to who’s scared of accountability. They just want it to make sense and to be fair so this is a big step in the right direction. Secondly we want to create much greater flexibility with funds and we want to expand the flexibility under the (reet) program now which we think there’s not enough flexibility there and we can fix that.


Third, one of the biggest complaints I’ve heard just as Dr. Hill was talking about, one person wearing multiple hats around a building or district, we often as you know have one teacher teaching multiple subjects and on right now the way teachers are measured in terms of how they qualified is based upon paper credentials.


So you’ve lots of fantastic teachers, amazing teachers in rural communities who under current law by definition are labeled not highly qualified and then that school, that district has to send home letters to that teacher’s children or families saying your teacher’s not highly qualified and it’s just not honest. We don’t think that’s accurate.


And so we want to move from this paper-based definition of highly-qualified to looking at highly effective. It doesn’t matter what the degrees or pedigree or a teacher are. Are those students learning and this has been a constant complaint I’ve heard around the country.


And then finally we’re going to be much more flexible in terms of intervention, much less top-down from Washington and our proposal in fact eliminates federal mandates to provide supplemental education services and public school choice.


And again public school choice might make sense in an urban community but if there isn’t a school for 30 or 40 miles, it doesn’t quite make as much sense and so I think there are a number of just common sense fixes that again working in a bipartisan way we think we can put in place that will empower and strengthen the work of great local educators in rural communities.

Coordinator:
And this next question comes from Linda Vanderwerf of West Central Tribune in Willmar, Minnesota. Your line is open.

Linda Vanderwerf:
Good morning. You talked about the political debate being separate from the budget debate. Can you offer us a possible timeline on when some of the policy changes might come about and would they require changes in the law or can you do some of it administratively or through executive order?

Arne Duncan:
Well, we want to fix the law and do it for everybody. On our call earlier this morning with Senator Harkin and Senator Enzi and Senator Alexander, Senator Harkin laid out a process or a hopeful process where this would go to the President later this year and our goal would be to have this done before we go into the next school year.


And so obviously no guarantees in any of this but there was just tremendous collegiality and such a collaboration, folks working together bipartisan, (bicameral) and so our goal today is absolutely to get this done this year.

Linda Vanderwerf:
If I could follow-up...

Arne Duncan:
Sure, sure.

Linda Vanderwerf:
...on the what are you hearing from the House then? You said you were talking with Senators this morning. What’s the feeling in the House side?

Arne Duncan:
Conversations with the House have been very, very positive. Not only are we talking to them, the Senators and the House members are speaking together which doesn’t always happen and those conversations have been great. As you may know, I was in Minnesota Friday and spent the day with Chairman Kline and great, great respect for him.


We’ve worked extraordinarily well together and I think he’s going to provide real leadership here so obviously no guarantees of success in any of this but there’s a huge opportunity and Chairman Kline, ranking member Miller, we have great relationships with and just importantly they have great relationships with their colleagues in the Senate.

Coordinator:
Sir, the next question comes from Jessica Naudziunas of Harvest Public Media. Your line is open.

Jessica Naudziunas:
Hi, Secretary Duncan and Dr. Hill. In a rural school setting, sometimes the community can be the classroom. In his State of the Union Address, President Obama mentioned the need for more math and science student leaders so how does the Department see rural school systems fitting into this call for more focus in these subject areas?

Arne Duncan:
Well, and again this is so important, you know, the President laid-out very concretely, challenged us, challenged the country to bring in 100,000 new math and science and STEM educators around the country.


And we think that there - we know - there’s a shortage of those educators in rural communities. By putting in place a series of incentives while young folks are in college in terms of grants, loan repayment in the back end once they graduate, this is really a call to service.


We’re also trying to make it much easier at the local level through alternative certification programs for folks coming out of industry, folks who have content knowledge to enter the classroom.


So there’s not going to be one answer here but a number of strategies to try and bring in that next generation of great educators who are passionate and who love the STEM fields. That’s hugely important.


That again was a consistent concern I heard traveling to rural communities and while we can’t fix it overnight, the President is going to lead this national effort to bring 100,000 great STEM educators into our nation’s classrooms.

Dr. John Hill:
If I could follow-up, I think this is really a simple solution because in rural areas, I think that’s where the solution for biofuels, alternative energies, the care of the environment and the lab is right there. To bring education to life is really I think an easier task in rural areas than perhaps urban areas.

Arne Duncan:
A great point and one final point is one of the concerns I consistently heard too is that a local community might get a great teacher for a year or two and then that teacher leaves and so there’s this constant turnover.


I think the more we can create and support what we call grow-your-own programs where local parents, you know, local students then are being trained perhaps through alternative certification methods to become teachers.


Those are folks with roots in the community who aren’t looking at this as a stepping stone but they’re there for the long haul and so we want to as we think about recruiting this next generation of teachers, put some significant resources behind what we call grow-your-own teacher and principal preparation programs.

Coordinator:
Sir, the next question is from Lindsay VanHulle of Traverse City Record-Eagle. Your line is open.

Lindsay VanHulle:
Hi, good afternoon. Thank you for taking my question. I was hoping that you could expand a little bit more on providing flexibility specifically for the interventions. You mentioned eliminating some of the federal mandates for school choice and things of that nature. How might that apply to rural schools and at one point might that apply to schools?

Arne Duncan:
So to be very clear, our proposal and our blueprint for ESEA reauthorization is actually on our Website so feel free to take a look at that but our proposal...

Lindsay VanHulle:
Yes, I’ve scrolled through some it, yes.

Arne Duncan:
...yes, our proposal it simply eliminates the federal mandate to provide supplemental education services and public school choice because those interventions may or may not make sense in rural communities.


But what I fundamentally believe again is that we want to be tight on goals, a high bar for every single child, you know, college and career rated standards. We’ve seen great local leadership there.


We want to be much looser on how you get there and the best ideas on how you help students be successful are never going to come from me and they’re never going to come from anyone else in Washington quite frankly.


They’re always going to come in from the local level, great teachers and great principals, you know, great parents and community members so what I think fundamentally No Child Left Behind got wrong, it was very loose on goals but very tight - very prescriptive - on how you get there.


And from a management standpoint, we literally want to flip that on its head, have a high bar, be tight on goals, but provide much more flexibility in how you get there and this is just one example of where we’re trying to provide that flexibility.

Coordinator:
And the final question for today’s conference is from Emily Brown of LRP Publication. Your line is open, ma’am.

Emily Brown:
Thank you. Hi, Secretary and hi, Dr. Hill. Thanks for taking my question. I just wanted to know if you can give me a sense of what role virtual education will play in helping rural schools get the high quality education that they need.

Arne Duncan:
Dr. Hill, why don’t you start and I’ll follow you?

Dr. John Hill:
Hi. I think there’s a real future here. I think we’ve used technology to conduct administrative functions really well in rural schools. What we haven’t done well is using technology as a teaching tool and I think this is wide open.


You know, I see some people working on a project where they have holograms, where there’ll be a hologram of a student at another location that students can work with and communicate with and so I think we have to retrain our staffs how to use technology as a teaching tool.


We have to work with our communities in increasing the bandwidth or the tube that gets data back and forth because the newer stuff takes a lot of bandwidth and that’s real critical. And then I think we have to begin thinking about how do you use a smartphone as a teaching tool rather than fight children about smartphones all the time? Those are issues that I think but I think right now with what I see people experimenting with, this is limitless.

Arne Duncan:
Yes, I think Dr. Hill nailed it. I would just add quickly, I think technology is the future and it absolutely levels the playing field and for children in rural and remote communities to have access to very high-quality programs, AP classes, college-level classes, marine biology, whatever their interest might be, it’s so hugely important that they do it and you do it through technology.


Again, at the school I visited, you know, there were children in five different - teenagers - in five different high schools taking the same class at the same time in anatomy and getting a great education and so this is not just a Department of Education strategy or priority, it’s an administration-wide priority.


The FCC and the Agriculture Department under Tom Vilsack’s leadership have been great, great partners in dramatically increasing broadband access and we want to continue to make sure students and families in communities and areas that haven’t had access before receive it, then massive investments there on an ongoing basis due to the Recovery Act. And much more recently just a couple of days ago Secretary Vilsack put out an additional $35 million to fund 106 projects in 38 states to increase access in rural areas to the USDA’s distance learning program.


So major investments here and I think the dividends for students long-term are going to be huge. I think we’re in early inning, early stages and five years from now learning via technology virtual education is going to be the norm rather than the exception.

John White:
I’d like to thank all of you for joining us. Operator, thanks for your help and really appreciate the time with you this morning. Have a great day.

END

