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Coordinator:
Welcome and thank you for standing by for today's conference call. At this time I would like to remind participants that you're on a listen-only mode. However we will be doing questions and answers today at which time all parties will be asked to press star 1 to ask a question or make a comment.

At this time I need to remind all participants today's conference it is being recorded. If you have any objections to this recording please disconnect at this time.


We're going to go ahead and get today's conference call started. I'm turning this call over to Ms. Suzanne Immerman. Ma'am you can begin.

Suzanne Immerman:
Thank you so much. Good afternoon to everyone. We appreciate your taking the time for our quarterly conference call for folks in the foundation and corporate sector to hear what we're doing here at the Department of Education.


We've been doing a lot of briefings since the president's State of the Union and the release of the budget proposal for this year for different communities to make sure people know about the priorities. And it's our - my pleasure to turn it over to Secretary Duncan to talk you through our priorities for this year and hopefully have a chance to answer any questions that you might have.

Arne Duncan:
Thanks so much everyone for joining, for all of your hard work and support. I'll be very quick and try and get to your questions.


But the president continues to show pretty remarkable leadership in education. Obviously these are tough, tough economic times. But he's asking for an additional $3 billion in our budget at a time when he's flat-lining or reducing most of domestic spending.

So he absolutely sees this as a key - the key investment for our country. Not everyone in Washington shares that opinion obviously. There are folks who think we should just continue to, you know, cut the deficit and not make strategic investments.


And I think he would say, "We have to do both. (And) we have to have a balanced approach." And he's been extraordinarily generous.


Walk you through early childhood K to 12, higher ed and open it up -- as I'm sure you're aware an extraordinary ask on the early childhood space $75 billion to expand access in a dramatic way to high-quality pre-K.


This would be paid for with a 94-cent-per-pack tax cigarette tax. This would be a ten-year program where we would partner with states, not a mandate, but where we would invest where they also have skin in the game.


And in terms of the legacy we can lead the country. I think this is right up there at the top of the list.


We're working very, very closely with my friend Kathleen Sebelius in HHS. They would focus much more so on zero to three agenda. So this is really a birth through five combined work.


And if we can get this done again the long-term impact in terms of return on investment, reducing opportunity gaps, leveling the playing field so kids can enter Kindergarten ready for successful, we think it could be a huge deal.


On the K to 12 side lots of interest in STEM not just in new money, but in consolidating a number of programs with us at the Department of Education so much that we're trying to do sort of administration-wide and trying to stretch and leverage resources -- there's been lots of good work in STEM, but lots of one-offs frankly.


And the president's asking us to step up and provide greater leadership across the administration. And we feel very, very good about that opportunity.


Two quick parts there would be a new program, a master teacher program to try and get great talent to stay in the profession to mentor the next generation as we move towards 100,000 new teachers in math and science and also looking to try and build networks at the local level, places of innovation where we would invest, but we would only invest where higher ed and the business community and non-profits and K to 12 were also investing to try and leverage some good creative work at the local level and scale that out.


So that one's very interesting.


Lots of work around what we're calling ladders of opportunity which is working in our nation's most disadvantaged communities. And (Jeff Buchanan)'s work has been (still) influential to our Promise Neighborhoods work.


Again this would be across administration, us, Kathleen Sebelius, Shaun Donovan, (unintelligible), Eric Holder and Tom Vilsack in the rural communities really thinking through in those areas of entrenched inter-generational poverty. Can we fundamentally challenge the opportunity structure there and create something much better for kids and communities and feel great about the chance to work there?


Asking for more money to continue to invest in school turnarounds -- while still very early we've seen some encouraging results there and want to continue to invest. And obviously that work is tough and (well) difficult and controversial sometimes but we think is hugely important.


One thing we're really proud of is we have 700,000 fewer children in dropout factories today than just a couple years ago -- so real, real significant progress there but obviously a long way to go and want to continue to invest.


Lots of work again across administration on the school safety side -- and we can spend any time you want on that, but making sure not just our schools. But our communities are much safer for children is a real priority.


I'll just say parenthetically the fact that we could not get background checks passed with, you know, in the Senate recently was a huge, huge disappointment. It's a little stunning frankly, but we're going to continue to work very, very hard to get that passed and continue to try and figure out how we create climates where our children can grow up free of fear.


And there's significant investment not just of us, but around mental health and with the Department of Justice and others on the school safety piece.


Finally on the K to 12 side we're going to put this out tomorrow, but just to preview it we've been working very hard with literally a couple thousand teachers around the country about how we elevate and strengthen the teaching profession.


We call it the RESPECT Project. The president has a $5 billion ask behind that. Some of this takes money. Some of it just takes a different way of thinking.


But all that hard work of teachers is coming together behind the blueprint that we'll put out tomorrow and just appreciate the tremendous amount of energy we've had from folks across the country and look forward to getting that out to you tomorrow.


Then finally on the higher ed side -- and obviously our goal ultimately is to lead the country in college graduation rates -- again the president's asking for about $1 billion to behind our Race to the Top in the higher ed space. Obviously we've played in the K to 12 in the early childhood space not in the higher ed space yet.


And we're trying to incentivize there a couple of different behaviors. First, at the state levels we want states to continue to invest. Forty states with both Republican and Democratic governors have cut funding to higher ed recently. We don't think that's good for the country and trying to put some (carats) out there for them to behave in a different way.


And then to incentivize universities to do two things -- we want to keep their own costs down and some are doing a fantastic job there in using technology in more creative ways. But that's not the norm at this point.


And then how we help them, encourage them, to create cultures not just around access, but around completion -- and so if we had money to higher ed side we try and play there, very heavily there.


Stepping back we're pretty pleased with the progress. We see high school graduation rates at a 30-year high. We see us for the first time as being on track to get to a high school graduation rate of 90% by 2020.


Much of the improvement has been led by African-American and Latino students which is very, very encouraging. We're seeing college graduation rates go up a little bit. We saw - we've seen a huge influx in Hispanic rates going to college which is great.

I talked about the reductions in young people going to dropout factories. Those trends are encouraging, but clearly you'll - in any of these we're nowhere near where we need to be as a country.


And so we desperately want to continue to invest. We don't want to invest in the status quo. We want to invest in the vision of reform at every level -- early childhood, K to 12 and higher ed.


But I'm convinced we have this pretty extraordinary opportunity over the next couple of years. And if we can get Congressional support for the president's budget I think we have a chance to do something pretty special here.


So I'll stop and our team's happy to take any questions you might have.

Coordinator:
This is the operator. Anyone wishing to ask a question at this time we're going to ask you to press star 1 now. Remember to state your name at the prompting. It is star 1 to ask a question.


(Unintelligible) request. That is star 1 to ask a question. And sir please stand by for the first question. One moment.


Okay I have a name now recorded. So we're going with Henry Fernandez. Go ahead. Your line is open.

Suzanne Immerman:
And could you let us know where you're calling from?

Coordinator:
He's with USA Funds. Please check your mute button.

Henry Fernandez:
Oh this is Henry Fernandez from USA Funds in Indiana. In - with the $1 billion for higher education, the Race to the Top type of grants, do you expect a matching fund requirement from the states or the other grant recipients?

Arne Duncan:
Yes. And certainly in all this stuff we're trying to do we absolutely want to have local buy-in. So we would only be investing there as an incentive to encourage states to continue to invest.


But whether it's on the higher ed side, whether it's on the pre-K proposal, whether it's around sort of the STEM innovation networks I think the most important thing we can do is to invest where there's tremendous local hunger and appetite to do this work.


If it's sort of a free lunch from us I think that works less well. And what we've sort of learned through, you know, Promise Neighborhoods and i3 and Race to the Top is that, you know, our money can definitely be helpful, but the real work, the real leverage, the real creativity frankly isn't with us. It's with folks in communities doing great, great work.


So to be clear in all this competitive stuff where we want to do that we want to go where we think we have the best chance to be successful. And that only happens you have local buy-in in any of these efforts.

Coordinator:
And that was the only question I have standing by at this time.

Arne Duncan:
So Arne I'll just while maybe people are standing by to ask questions one of the things that the president talked about at the State of the Union (was) proposed in the budget. Maybe could you talk a little more about the high school redesign kind of proposal and what that - what our stocks are or what that might look like?
Arne Duncan:
Yes I missed that one. Thank you for catching it. I apologize.

That's a $300 million request to think about not just getting students college-ready, but also career-ready. And I think it's often this false dichotomy of college versus careers or tracking kids. And we want to do none of that.


We want to prepare a lot more students both for college and for the world of work. And we see some high schools and middle schools do this very, very well, but far too many of our high school students don't have - don't see any real connection between what they're learning with the real world.


And so having high schools think about the career readiness part, providing real exposure, having students engaged in the communities and engaged and seeing the relevance of their own learning we think if we're serious about reducing dropout rates this is a really important strategy and lots of energy behind this around the country.


So that's a $300 million request that would go to districts not states. It would go to districts that we're interested in thinking about a different high school design to provide much greater exposure and again have students understand the relevance of the academic work to the real world.

Suzanne Immerman:
And I - just to sort of piggyback on that district-level work we currently have right now the i3 competition open so which is open to districts as well as consortia of districts and then the Race to the Top districts which we awarded this year, so sort of more of a focus.


We've done so much on the states. It seems like a little bit more of a focus or an additional focus on getting down to the district level.

Arne Duncan:
Yes we're trying to play - it involves three levels -- the community, so everything we're doing around the Promise Neighborhoods initiative. That's really the community level. The i3 and Race to the Top district, obviously more district; and in the states would be the early childhood (plight).

So we think all three are really important points of leverage to try and have different strategies to drive change and reward courage at the local, at the district and at the state level.

Coordinator:
(A party) is standing by. Are you ready to go ahead and take your next question?

Suzanne Immerman:
Yes.

Coordinator:
I have Cristina and she's with the Atlas Family Foundation. Ma'am your line is now open. Go ahead please.

Cristina Gallegos:
Hello this is Cristina Gallegos from Los Angeles. And I have two quick questions.


One is would this summary be available to us in a written form or an online form so we can access it later? The update was very helpful. Thank you Secretary Duncan.


And the second question is would you be so kind to unpack a bit the investment in the early childhood in addition to the ten-year project for the expansion of access to pre-K?

Arne Duncan:
Yes. So all this information should be on our Web site and they're...

Suzanne Immerman:
Yes and (we're) focused on that note. First of all, we will post on our Web site the transcript from this call as well as the recording. And then we can also send you a link. We have probably more information than you could possibly want about the budget in all different - actually really user-friendly.


And both in the email we sent out for this call was a link to all of those documents. So those should also help you access that information.

Arne Duncan:
And then just quick on the early childhood side so what we're doing in partnership with HHS is having them and Kathleen focus much more heavily on the birth to three, to zero to three, and try and scale up evidence-based practices that's going to be having a real impact like home visiting.


But then at the end of the day we want to make sure that a much higher percentage of our nation's 4-year-olds have access to high-quality pre-K. And today it's less than three in ten have access.


So again this would be a huge ten-year investment, not a federal mandate, not something folks have to do. But we would simply invest in states that wanted to invest themselves.


We would start with a very, very generous more than match. We would basically putting in 90 cents for every dollar so states could be contributing a dime.


We would scale down over ten years. They would scale up from a 10-cent investment to about a 75-cent investment for every dollar.


And we're still thinking all this through. So if folks have thoughts around, you know, design choices and local buy-in and, you know, private sector match and contributions we'd love to hear that.


The other huge benefit I did mention is that when young people start smoking it's always very price-sensitive. And estimates say that if we raise this tax (to) about 94 cents not only would we raise that $75 billion we would also prevent about an additional 233,000 young people from beginning to smoke. So the healthcare savings there are pretty significant.

So we think this is sort of a win-win-win at multiple levels. And we know we have so many of our 5-year-olds, our Kindergarteners, enter Kindergarten a year, 16 months, 18 months, even two years behind.


And I just keep saying we have to get out of the catch-up game. And if we can do this we think there'd be tremendous short-term dividends.


I've also been spending lots of time talking to folks who have studied young people who have had access to high-quality pre-K. And the benefits 10, 20, 30, even 40 years, four decades out, are pretty extraordinary.


The return on investment seems to be at least seven-to-one. For every dollar we spend we as a society give back $7 in decreased incarceration rates and welfare rates and less teenage pregnancies.


And what's been interesting to me is not just the academic dividends, but so much of the long-term benefits of what we call the non-cognitive work -- the ability to self-regulate and self-control; to, you know, think through tough issues and to plan for the future; and so those life skills that some children are lucky to learn at home or in church, but too many young people don't have access to that.


The non-cognitive side of this is very, very interesting and of huge impact over these people's lifetimes.

Coordinator:
The operator -- at this time I'm showing no further questions.

Suzanne Immerman:
Okay. Well if that's the case then I think we don't want to take up so much more of anyone's time. We're delighted that those of you who dialed in were here today. And again we'll send out the transcript and notes from the call.


Thanks so much Secretary Duncan.

Arne Duncan:
Thanks everybody for joining. I really appreciate it.

Coordinator:
At this time all parties can go ahead and disconnect from today's conference. At this time all parties are welcome to go ahead and disconnect from today's call. Thank you so much for joining and have a great day.

END

