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Coordinator:
Welcome and thank you for standing by. All participants will be on listen only until the question-and-answer session.


This call is being recorded. If you have any objections, you may disconnect at this time.

I’d now like to turn the meeting over to the Press Secretary of the US Department of Education Justin Hamilton. Thank you sir, you may begin.

Justin Hamilton:
Thank you operator, and thank you everyone for joining the call today. We’ll be discussing our newly released report on the comparability of school expenditures. Secretary Duncan will give brief opening remarks and then we’ll open it up for Q&A.


Joining Secretary Duncan today are Assistant Secretary for Civil Rights Russlynn Ali, and the Assistant Secretary for Policy Carmel Martin. They will both be here also to answer detailed questions on background. Secretary Duncan will be on the record.


With that, Secretary Duncan.

Arne Duncan:
Thanks to all of you for joining today and I apologize for starting a couple minutes late. Under the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act era, our Department has gathered valuable data from school districts across the United States. And today we’re releasing key finds that confirm an unfortunate reality in our nation’s education system.


Many public schools serving low income children aren’t getting their fair share of state and local funding. I want to - matter of fact, I’d like to take a quick to thank our team here for their hard work. This is original research and this is an extraordinarily valuable conversation for the nation to have. I think it’s our job to tell the truth and to provide real transparency and potential solutions, and we’re really trying to do all those things in this effort.


Our researchers here reviewed extensive data for more than 13,000 school districts and they found that more than 40 percent of Title I schools are getting less state and local money for teachers and other personnel than schools within the same school district that don’t receive money from the Federal Title I program.


Educators across the country, educators and parents, policy makers all understand that low income students need extra support and resources to succeed. But in too many school districts, the policies for assigning teachers, compensating teachers, and allocating resources are standing in the way of low income students getting the education that truly prepares them for success in college and careers.


And the net result is this. In far too many places Title I money is filling budget gaps rather than being used to close achievement gaps. Title I program is designed to provide extra resources to high poverty schools to help them meet the greater challenges of educating at risk students, and that’s why Title I requires districts to provide a comparable level of services to all schools before they can receive Title I funding for their low income schools.


But the current comparability requirement hides inequitable funding for schools within the same district by measuring teacher pay based on district wide salary schedules, not on the actual money spent on salaries in these schools. And this current approach undermines Title I’s critically important goal of providing additional resources, supplemental resources and services for children living in poverty.


President Obama’s blueprint for reform would close this loophole in the comparability requirement and assure that state and local funding is equitably distributed across schools. So we’re so thankful to the Senate Health Committee led by Senator Harkins and Senator Enzi that they’re taking this proposal very, very seriously.

They’ve made a very significant step forward by including this language to reform comparability in their bill to reauthorize the Elementary and Secondary Act. I want to thank Senators Harkin and Enzi for their shared commitment and courageous leadership on this issue.


In addition to their support, Senators Bennett and Cochran and Representatives at the top have also been tremendous leaders in this effort. And I also want to commend the NEA for their strong support for closing the comparability loopholes as well.

Assuring people access to education for all students is a fundamental principle of our Department’s mission, and I believe it’s a national imperative for securing our nation’s economic future. Allowing these funding disparities to continue to persist poses a serious impediment to our nation’s efforts to provide all students with the opportunity to get a high quality education.


The good news here is that it’s absolutely feasible for districts to address this problem. It’ll have a significant impact on educational opportunities for our nation’s poorest children -- those children most at risk. Making funding comparable is not as difficult as some might think, requiring the average district to change only 1 percent to 4 percent of their total school level expenditures. With these minor changes across many schools, low spending, low funded Title I schools today can see their expenditures increase by 4 percent to 15 percent, which is very significant.

Our Department, Congress, states, and districts all have a collective responsibility to ensure that children are receiving the support they need to be successful in school.


Continuing to work together is a bipartisan manner with Congress and the local leaders across the country. We look forward to making sure that disadvantaged students get the world class education they deserve.

While some districts have some real challenges and will need to make some changes over time, we have many districts who are doing it extraordinarily well now. Coincidentally, or maybe not so coincidentally, Charlotte-Mecklenburg, which won the Broad Prize this year, does this exquisitely well now. Cincinnati, Ohio, does this well. Brownsville, Texas, which is also a Broad Prize winner a few years back, is another district that is managing their resources in a very thoughtful manner. So examples of real success are out there, not just obviously making sure resources are going the right direction, but this is really driving - raising the bar for all students and closing achievement gaps, and I want to commend those districts and so many others who are doing a great job here.


I’ll stop there, and we look forward to taking your questions. Thank you so much.

Coordinator:
And thank you. At this time if you'd like to ask a question from the phone, please press star 1. Please unmute your phone and record your name when prompted.

Star 2 to withdraw your request.


Once again, star, 1 to ask a question.


One moment please for the first question.


Our first question comes from Sally Holland from CNN. Your line is open.
Sally Holland:
Secretary, I know that you tend to use a carrot and stick approach with schools and dealing with them. Do you have any plans of how to react to this report with the schools?

Arne Duncan:
Well we basically want to fix this problem, and so our blueprint for reform that we put out in March of ‘10, so more than a year and a half ago, had the sticks in there. Again, I really want to thank Senators Harking and Enzi in that the Senate bill has the fix in it, so this is eminently fixable. It takes an act of Congress, as we looked at it as not something we could do unilaterally.


But as we authorized No Child Left Behind and doing the bipartisan way, this needs to be part of that reauthorization and fixing the current law. And I really appreciate the bipartisan leadership on this.

So there’s - technically, this is not difficult, we just got to make sure this gets done when our (unintelligible) gets reauthorized.

Coordinator:
And our next question comes from (Lisa Fleicher), Wall Street Journal. Your line is open.

(Lisa Fleicher):
Hi. When you talk about you know comparing school funding one school to the other, some people’s eye just sort of glaze over. But can you explain you know, how - to parents why this is so important or what effect it could have on their schools?

Arne Duncan:
Sure. I think it’s pretty simple that you know resources by themselves never equate to achievement. But when you have disadvantaged children, you want to make sure that they have a chance to get a great education. And it takes - when you have children coming from at risk you know, neighborhoods or home, it takes more resources not less to do that.


And the fact of the matter is, right now too many children - too many disadvantaged children, children living below the poverty line are getting short changed now. They’re not getting the resources that the Title I dollars are supposed to go to their school.


And so when the children who need more are getting less, that’s the challenge. That’s the problem we’re trying to fix here.

(Lisa Fleicher):
Well I guess what I was saying was like - you know, one thing you've said is that it’s really difficult to tell necessarily from the way that most places report some of this stuff what’s actually going where. You know, and do you - I mean, how widespread is that kind of a problem and what do you think that the cities and states are - do think that they’re like you know, hiding things? Or in a certain way, you know, obscuring things from people - from parents?

Arne Duncan:
I don’t know if folks are necessarily hiding things, but what we now have and we put out today - this database is now public. It’s on our Web site, 13,000 districts. And we want to have a national conversation here. And I think people that understood the insight - you know, the policy makers have understood this challenge historically. We haven’t had this kind of data before. It was a big step in the right direction. We have more data coming later in the year to build upon this.

And it’s something that I think where districts want to do the right thing where there’s a commitment. You have to start with the facts. And now that you know the facts are out there in a way they’ve never been before, we’re supposed to look - you know in their districts they can look across states, they can look across the country, look at who’s doing this well and who’s not doing this well. And there’s a real chance I think to improve the quality of education for children who most need it here, and that’s what’s so exciting to me on - in this endeavor.

Coordinator:
Our next question comes from Lyndsey Layton, Washington Post. Your line is open.

Lyndsey Layton:
Hi. Thanks very much. Good afternoon, Secretary. You said earlier that this really requires a legislative fix that you can’t do this unilaterally. But I was wondering about the waiver process for No Child Left Behind and whether you might be able to incorporate you know a fix in - when you're deciding on waivers for states. Is that a possibility?

Arne Duncan:
Yes, I don’t think you an Lyndsey, because the kids - where this needs let’s say fixes, right now these districts are technically in compliance with the law. The way the law is written is what the problem is, and so we got to fix the language in the law.

Lyndsey Layton:
Thank you.

Coordinator:
Our next question comes from (Joy Rosnovitz) of The Huffington Post. Your line is open.

(Joy Rosnovitz):
Hey Secretary Duncan. Thanks so much for taking the time.


Just to sort of follow-up on Lyndsay’s question. Even - I mean, aren’t the states that are getting waivers in compliance with the parts of the law that you're trying to change, is there not a way to use it as a lever to affect comparability?

Arne Duncan:
I’m not sure if there is, and again, so much of it is actually the district level (Joy), not at the state level. And so, you're really looking at what’s going on at different - you know, individual schools within districts. That’s the real place - more at the district level than the state level. And you know, the waiver process is playing more at the state level, so I don’t think there’s a great mechanism there.

But again moving forward on reauthorization, we think this is eminently fixable and is absolutely the right thing to do.

(Joy Rosnovitz):
Thank you.

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

Alyson Klein:
Thank you for taking my question.

As you know Secretary, there are some folks in Congress who worry that comparability could lead to forced transfers, and other people who see you know sort of pushing this funding inequities as kind of getting into - as like basically a big Federal role on districts.

I’m wondering first of all what would be your response to that? And second of all, is it - I guess would it be a deal breaker for you if the comparability language wasn’t included in reauthorization? Would the Administration still be able to support a reauthorization bill?

Arne Duncan:
Well again, we think this is really important and we’re very encouraged that it is in the current language. And this is not at all about a larger Federal role. It’s just about resources designed to help poor children - actually getting to those poor children, and that’s not happening today. That’s wrong.


And again, there’s great - there are great examples of districts who are doing this really well, and some of the districts are having outstanding results in terms of student achievement. So, it’s not like an impediment. If anything, it’s helping them move achievement forward, and they’re being very thoughtful how they do that.


So this is simply about trying to make sure that the children who have the least - to begin with, have a chance to get a great education. I think that’s something we can all commit to, rally behind as the right thing to do, and don’t think it’s that controversial frankly.

Carmel Martin:
The other thing Alyson about -- this is Carmel -- that the report shows that I encourage you to look at is that the cost of addressing the problem for an individual district we believe tend to be manageable, and therefore wouldn’t necessarily require things to shift in terms of teacher assignment and could be addressed without having to do forced transfers.

Arne Duncan:
And finally, Alyson, obviously how districts address this would be absolutely left up to them. We would have no role there. Lots of different of creative ways to do that. Local superintendents would know best how to address this. And again, we’re interested in the outcome, not on the means or the strategy for getting there. That’s left to the local leaders who have the expertise.

Russlynn Ali:
Just lastly, Alyson. This is Russlynn. On the - in the Harkin-Enzi bill, as well as the previous bill addressing this at the (unintelligible) there is language saying that nothing in here should construe - should be construed to encourage forced transfers.

Allison Klein:
Okay. Thank you.

Coordinator:
Next question from (Dory Shimer) of Cox. Your line is open.

(Dory Shimer):
Hi, Secretary. Thank you so much for the time. You talked about (Charlotte- Mecklenburg) and then you just said that you don’t want to be involved in the actual implementation. But you said that you want to make sure that these low- income students are getting a great education. (Charlotte-Mecklenburg) implemented a great deal of test in order to make sure that their achievement gaps closed. I mean do you encourage that? Are there any suggestions you’re giving to schools?

Arne Duncan:
Well, that’s really not the purpose of this call, and happy to take that offline. But that is irrelevant to the conversation we’re having today.

(Dory Shimer):
Okay, thank you.

Coordinator:
Next question from Tom Tolan, Milwaukee Journal Sentinel. Your line is open.
Tom Tolan:
Hi Secretary. Thank you very much. My question is just a practical one. Are we going to be able to search this database and see the relative rankings of the 13,000 school districts? And when are we going to be able to access that information?

Carmel Martin:
We are making the data set available online. It’s a school-by-school data set showing the expenditure data that we collected and that is currently on the Department’s Web site and available to all.

Tom Tolan:
Okay.


And...
Justin Hamilton:
This is Justin. Let me just put out - if you go to ed.gov, we’ve posted our press release. I don’t think it’s up there now, but we will link to the reports from the press release and we’ll (unintelligible)...
((Crosstalk))

Tom Tolan:
Okay.


So at ed.gov?

Justin Hamilton:
Yes.

Arne Duncan:
And then any feedback you have - again, we really want this to be usable. We want it to be clear, so any feedback you have on presentation or ways for us to make it more accessible to you, please give that to us. The goal here is really to start a national conversation, and the best way we do that is being absolutely transparent and letting you guys go in and do your own analysis and figure out what this would mean to you.

Tom Tolan:
So this is a school - could I ask a follow-up question that - this is a school-by-school database, or a district-by-district?

Carmel Martin:
It’s a school-by-school data set.

Tom Tolan:
Okay.

Russlynn Ali:
And in fact, we would encourage that the data not be used to examine resource patterns across states or across districts. That’s because school level expenditure in the report wasn’t consistently defined across the country. So it should be used to do analyses within districts, but not aggregated up.

Tom Tolan:
So you don’t want us to compare our - say Milwaukee’s school - Milwaukee Public Schools against other districts nationwide. You don’t think that the data is going to support that?

Russlynn Ali:
That’s right.
Tom Tolan:
Okay. Thank you very much.

Coordinator:
Our next question is from Lauren Roth, Orlando Sentinel. Your line is open.

Lauren Roth:
Hello. My question was about trends in the data. I was wondering if you guys noticed any particular regional or state trends where you thought that this was a more pronounced problem than other parts of the country, or is this consistently happening across the county?

Russlynn Ali:
So a little bit to the last point. We really don’t think these data ought to be used to make district or state level comparisons. That said, as Arne indicated earlier, about 40 percent of schools across the country - Title I schools are getting short changed. So it certainly revealed a problem that exists across the country. How big the problems are relative to geography or within states are difficult to ascertain, again based on the lack of consistency and how districts reported the data.

Arne Duncan:
The part that was interesting to me is the tremendous variation here. There are some districts that are already doing this very well. We have other districts that are struggling. But the fact that some districts have done this well again gives me real - a real sense of hope that this is something more districts as they become more aware - I think a lot of this may be just districts weren’t fully aware how important this was.


As more districts become aware of where they are and look at districts who have done this better, I think there’s an opportunity that the country can get better at a very rapid rate here. And I think the benefits for children who need more help I think could be very, very significant as we move ahead.

Justin Hamilton:
Operator, we have time for one more question, but before we call on that question, I just want to let folks on the call know that if they go to Ed.gov and search for the press release that the report is now live and linked to the press release. So they’ll be able to see the entire data set from there.


So operator, last question.

Coordinator:
Thank you. Our last question comes from John Mooney of NJ Spotlight. Sir, your line is open.

John Mooney:
Hi folks. Not to be parochial, but I noticed New Jersey’s data is not included for a reason. Did we screw up on that? Is there efforts to get some compliance? And I also have a follow-up.

And it relates to New Jersey being one of the higher states out there in terms of funding, including for disadvantaged schools. And do you have even the sense anecdotally whether - you know, and New Jersey is better at this than some other places.

Carmel Martin:
So New Jersey was excluded from this set of analysis because of (dated) reporting. When they reported the data under ARRA, they included federal money, and specifically we asked them not to as we were trying to get a sense of the state and local funding.

That said, in a few months as Arne indicated, we will be releasing the Civil Rights data collection, which as an example there, New Jersey. We’ve worked with New Jersey to ensure that their reporting matches the reporting from other states.

John Mooney:
Will there be follow-up with them in terms of having them included in this data set too? Or we just wait for the Civil Rights?

Russlynn Ali:
Civil Rights is 2009-2010. They were not included in ’08-’09 under ARRA.

Arne Duncan:
So when we give the New Jersey data, it’ll actually be more current data than this.

John Mooney:
Okay.

Carmel Martin:
It will be an ongoing data collection.

Russlynn Ali:
Yes.

Carmel Martin:
(Unintelligible) data collections needs for the report being released today was a one-time data collection.

John Mooney:
Okay, thank you.

Justin Hamilton:
Thank you everyone for joining the call today. If you have any follow-up questions, you can reach us at press@ed.gov, and we’ll be happy to do our best to work with you to answer those questions and any other help you may need as you’re bringing your stories in for a landing. So thanks again for joining us today. We’ll be back in touch soon.

Coordinator:
Thank you. This does conclude today’s conference. You may disconnect at this time.

END

