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Coordinator:
Welcome and thank you all for standing by. At this time all participants are in listen-only mode until the question-and-answer session.

For you to ask a question, please press Star 1 and record your name when prompted.


And today’s call is being recorded. If you have any objections, you may disconnect at this time.


Now let me turn the meeting over to your host, Ms. Dorie Nolt, press secretary of U.S. Department of Education. Ma'am, you may begin.

Dorie Nolt:
Hi everybody. Welcome. We’re here today to talk about the education part of the president’s FY ’15 budget proposal which was - the entire budget was released today.

So in the room we have Secretary Arne Duncan. We also have Gabby Gomez, who’s acting assistant secretary for the Office of Planning, Evaluation, and Policy Development, as well as Tom Skelly, who is director of Budget Service.

Secretary Duncan’s going to give a few remarks and then we’ll open it up for questions.

Arne Duncan:
Thanks all of you for joining us. And again, I'll be pretty brief in my comments and happy to take any questions along with Gabby and Tom who’ve worked so hard on putting this budget together.


Today as all of you know, President Obama put forth his budget proposal for the 2015 fiscal year, which reflects his vision for expanding economic opportunity for all Americans, and invest in this country’s future while bringing down our deficit in a balanced way.


The president announced his budget today at a school, and that was not a coincidence. America’s public schools strive to offer a path to the middle class for children from hard working families in every community, particularly those living in poverty.


Yet, too many students still lack access to the education and support that make the journey to the middle class possible. Across the administration, we are absolutely committed to ensuring equality of opportunity for every child and creating a clear path to college and careers.


The administration’s request for $69 billion in discretionary appropriations represents an increase of about 2% over the previous year, and slightly more than the 2012 discretionary level of education before the impact of sequester.

In tough budget times, education’s receiving the largest non-defense increase, and we appreciate the president’s steadfast commitment to improving educational opportunity from cradle to career.


The budget includes mandatory funds for preschool for all. $75 billion over 10 years, and $5 billion for our department’s RESPECT initiative to try and fundamentally elevate and transform the teacher profession.


It also provides additional incentives in the post-secondary space through the college opportunity and graduation bonus. That’s $7 billion over ten years. And, the State Higher Education Performance Fund calling for $4 billion over the next four years.


We all know that there’s no single factor that can guarantee a high quality education. It takes a collaborative effort that must be sustained from cradle through to career, and this approach yields six major priorities for the FY 2015 education budget, and I'll walk you through those quickly.

· First, increasing equity and opportunity for all students.
· Second, strengthening support for teachers and school leaders.

· Third, expanding high quality early learning opportunities for all children.

· Fourth, improving affordability, quality, and access in post-secondary education.

· Fifth, promoting educational innovation.

· And finally, making our schools safer and creating positive learning environments.


Nearly every element of the federal education budget from preschool funds, to Title I, to Pell grants aims to ensure equity of opportunity. A newly proposed $300 million fund that we’re really excited about called Race to the Top, Equity and Opportunity, would complement existing efforts by further supporting strong state and local efforts to improve equity.


It would create incentives for states and districts to drive comprehensive change and close both opportunity and achievement gaps.


Just as every child, regardless of geography or income, should have access to outstanding teachers and leaders, all educators should have the resources and support that they desperately need to provide to provide effective instruction and to personalize their student’s learning.


Technology can help teachers to do this, but technology alone will never improve student learning. Teachers and school leaders must know how to make the best use of technology. The new ConnectED Educators proposal calls for a $200 million investment and will provide funding to help educators leverage technology to provide high quality college and career ready instruction that meets the needs of all of their students.


In addition, this budget includes $2 billion in effective teaching - teachers and leaders state grants to improve the quality of instruction and school leadership through better recruitment, preparation, development, and retention.

$320 million for the Teacher and Leader Innovation Fund for innovative approaches to improving educator effectiveness in high needs schools.

And, $35 million in the School Leadership Grant programs for evidence-based, large scale professional development for current school leaders.


Equity of opportunity also means to ensure that all children have rich early learning experiences so they’re better prepared to thrive once they enter kindergarten.


Expanding access to high quality early learning opportunities over the next three years may be the best give that we can give to our children and to our nation over the next three decades. By investing in high quality early childhood education, we are able to close achievement gaps, provide life transforming opportunities for children, and strengthen and build a thriving middle-class.


President Obama has committed to an investment in preschool education that supports universal access to high quality preschool for all four year olds from low and moderate income families, and creates an incentive for states to serve additional middle class children as well.

The president’s budget request includes $1.3 billion in 2015, and $75 billion over 10 years in mandatory funding, along with $500 million for preschool development grants and other funds.

Along with closing the achievement gap, improving college access and completion is an economic necessity and a moral imperative. College has long represented the surest route to the middle class, but unfortunately, the middle class is increasingly feeling that they’re priced out of college.


Reclaiming the top spot in college completion internationally is an essential for our nation’s economic prosperity, which is why the president has made increasing college affordability and improving college completion rates a major focus in the 2015 budget.


First, we’re fully funding the $5,830 maximum Pell Grant award, and helping all borrowers manage their debt by extending pay-as-you-earn to all student borrowers and better targeting the pay-as-you-earn benefits.


Secondly, offering college opportunity and graduation bonuses to award colleges that enroll and graduate many low income students and to encourage colleges to improve performance in that area.


Third, supporting the development of a new college rating system.


And fourth, continuing institutional innovations with $100 million for the First in the World program for innovative strategies and practices that improve affordability and outcomes for low income students. And also an additional $75 million for a new college success grant - competitive grant program to HBCU’s and other minority-serving institutions to support innovations that reduce costs and improve outcomes for students.


To reach President Obama’s ambitious goal of again leading the world in college graduation rates by 2020, we recognize the importance of supporting our children through every step of their education, preparing them for college and careers.


And finally, keeping our schools safe must always be a fundamental value. The president’s plan to increase school safety and to decrease gun violence includes investments done only to prepare schools for emergencies, but also to create positive school climates and help children recover from the traumatic effects of living in communities plagued by persistent violence.


The 2015 budget protects (unintelligible) which help drive positive change in the support of vulnerable students. And the fact that the overwhelming majority of our budget, 89%, goes to (unintelligible).


And finally, our department has continued to take steps to increase efficiency while carrying out our core mission, and we think this budget prioritizes fiscal responsibility and works within the realities set by Congress for effecting the tremendous values that the president has placed on education from cradle to career.


I'll stop there, and thank you so much, and happy to take any questions you might have.

Dorie Nolt:
Okay, let’s open it up for questions.

Coordinator:
All right, thank you.


We will now begin the question-and-answer session. If you would like to ask a question, please press star-1. Please unmute your phone and record your name, including your organization name clearly when prompted.


Your name is required to introduce your question.


To withdraw your request, please press star-2.


One moment please for the first question.


All right, thank you. Our first question is coming from Ms. Lyndsey Layton of Washington Post.
Lyndsey Layton:
Hi. Thanks very much for taking my call.


Secretary Duncan, the new iteration of Race to the Top that you're announcing in this budget that - the Equity and Opportunity version, what do you say to people who hear about this and think if you're trying to promote equity, you shouldn’t do it in a competitive grant format. You shouldn’t have winners and losers. You know, all kids should benefit from this.
Arne Duncan:
Well again, as you know, virtually every part of our budget benefits all kids, so whether it’s early childhood education, whether it’s our Title I money, whether it’s historic increase in Pell Grant, that absolutely benefits all children.

In a perfect world, we would have billions and billions of dollars to put behind this effort. That’s not the world we’re living in. And having some resources to really work with states and districts that are serious about making sure that disadvantaged children and communities have access to the best teachers, have access to the most rigorous courses, we feel really, really good about playing in this space.


So we’ve seen some very significant improvements over the past couple of years. Graduation rates hit all-time highs. That’s largely driven by increases in black/Latino graduation rates. More students not just graduating, but going on to college. Dropout rates that have been cut in half basically for African-American and Latino students. But, we know we have a lot of hard work ahead of us. We’re not where we need to be.


So again, the overwhelming majority of our budget is helping every single child, but having some places willing to really break through and challenge the status quo with limited resources, we think this is the right way to go.

Lyndsey Layton:
Can you just describe a little bit of what you’re looking to reward, because it seems that most school districts would say that their mission is to close the achievement gap and to do exactly what you're saying.

So what exactly are you looking for?

Arne Duncan:
That may be their mission, but I've talked (unintelligible) you know, repeatedly, 15,000 school districts, I keep asking the question - out of 15,000 school districts, how many school districts are systemically identifying their hardest working, their most committed, their most successful teachers and principals and moving that talent to the most underserved communities?

And out of 15,000 school districts, I don’t know if we have one. I don't think we have one that systemically is doing that at scale.


Making sure that disadvantaged children have access to rigorous coursework. Making sure we don't have discipline policies that unnecessarily perpetuate the school to prison pipeline.

And so I just want people not just to have the right rhetoric; I want to make sure people are walking the walk, and we have a long way to go as a nation, Lindsay, and we want to work with those folks who are very serious about not the language, but about the action.

Lyndsey Layton:
Thank you.

Coordinator:
All right, thank you.


Our next question will be coming from Ms. Alyson Kline with Education Week.

Alyson Kline:
Yes, Secretary, I was wondering if you could explain how the new Connect to Ed proposal is different from the (unintelligible) technology state grant, which you guys actually zeroed out a couple years ago.

Arne Duncan:
Yes.


So it’s a really interesting time. And as you know, the FCC, which is an independent entity, is working very, very hard to increase broadband access, and they’ve committed about $2 billion over the next couple years to reach roughly an additional two million children in 15,000 schools. So there’s a fantastic opportunity.


But if you survey teachers, the overwhelming majority of teachers, while they love technology, they love access, they don't feel they have all the skills and resources they need to maximize the benefits for them or for their students.


And so having a dedicated resource to work with teachers as they have increased access to technology we think can be a game-changer for them.

And you know the potential of blended learning I think is huge. As I said, technology by itself will never be the answer, but great teachers coupled with great technology, great tools, and the ability to use them efficiently and effectively, we think is a huge importance.


So this is an idea whose time has come, and I continue to think technology will either be a great equalizer or it will perpetuate the haves and the have nots. It will perpetuate or exacerbate the divide that we have. And I want to make sure obviously this has become - this is driving both equities and excellence, and not increasing the divide between the haves and the have nots. And really, empowering teachers and listening to them, giving them the resources they need to be successful.

There’s a huge appetite, a huge demand out there as we go out and talk to teachers - a huge interest coming from them. And frankly, a lot of it is being driven from what was heard directly from teachers themselves as well as from our teacher ambassador fellows.

Alyson Kline:
Yes. But how does this look different from the previous program?

Arne Duncan:
Again, this is a pretty significant new investment specifically in helping teachers prepare to be successful with increased technological tools that they will have available to them.

Gabby Gomez:
And Allison, this is Gabby. I think too what (E2T2) was at a different time period. We learned a lot about technology and what teachers need in the (unintelligible) and building on what the Secretary mentioned.


A lot of what we’re looking to do is have some - like analyzing real time data to understand how to better improve classroom environments, high quality digital learning resources, and a lot of this is focused on the College and Career Ready transition time period, which we think is very unique to this program, that didn’t focus on - as the Secretary said, the immediate needs of teachers at this time.

Alyson Kline:
Thank you.

Coordinator:
All right, thank you.


Once again for you to ask a question, you may press Star 1.


Our next question will be - just give it a minute.


All right, our next question will be coming from Ms. Caitlin Emma with Politico. Ma'am, your line is open.

Caitlin Emma:
Hi. Thanks for taking my call.


So much of the budget request revolves around equity, and I'm just wondering one - I mean, how do a lot of these provisions around equity, how does that factor into the 50-state strategy that I know the department has been working on?


Two, should you not get this money, how else are you going to promote equity? I mean, will it exclusively be through the 50-state strategy? Will you try and you know move some work around or something? I mean how does that work?

Arne Duncan:
So to answer your question, obviously having the resources we think is hugely important. And as I talked about earlier, we’re seeing some very significant progress in our graduation rates and reductions in dropout rates and college going rates, so we are encouraged. But, we are hungry to do a lot more.


And, having some dollars to do that (unintelligible) importance.

As for the dollars, this work does not stop. And whether not we get the dollars, things like the College Opportunity Summit that we did at the White House recently was a huge deal. Over 100 colleges stepping up to the plate. More than 50 non-profits looking to increase access there.

The guidance we just offered around school discipline with the Department of Justice is another example of where you know, without - with or without dollars, we’re working to - again, to eliminate the school to prison pipeline and make sure we’re building positive school cultures.

All the work we’re doing around increased access to technology is a huge part of the equity agenda that does not rely frankly all on Congress. That’s both resources coming through the (unintelligible) program with the FCC. And, we’ve now already had close to $1 billion, or maybe slightly more than $1 billion in commitment from folks in the tech industry to step up with devices. With tablets, hardware, software.


And so this work is paramount to us, and we’ll continue to partner with you know private sector, with philanthropies, with universities to drive this. But, having Congress help to partner with us in a bipartisan way and invest here we think is the right thing to do, again for children and for the country.

Caitlin Emma:
Okay, thank you.

Woman:
Go to the next question.

Coordinator:
All right.

Our next question will be coming from the line of Mr. Mikhail Zinshteyn of Education Writers Association.
Mikhail Zinshteyn:
Hi there. Thanks for doing this.


My question is about summer learning programs and/or after school learning programs. Will any of those two initiatives be - are any of those - are those two initiatives featured in this budget? Any new monies or a continuation of current programs?

Arne Duncan:
Yes. We have about $1 billion for - obviously, we’re a big, big fan of both extended learning time and increased summer work, and we have about $1 billion in the budget - 21st Century money to put behind that effort.

Mikhail Zinshteyn:
Anything beyond that?

Arne Duncan:
There are other opportunities. Promise Neighborhoods Initiative is obviously a huge place for people (that have) extended learning times. The Invest Innovation Fund is a big opportunity. And obviously the Race to the Top Equity Challenge is another one. So there’s a - again, it’s important for people not just to look -- it’s a good question - not just to look at a single line item. And, there are multiple line items of very significant resources that can be used to extend learning times.


So 21st Century, the Race to the Top Equity Challenge, Promise Neighborhoods, Invest in Innovation project, and there are probably others that are not coming to me right now.

Mikhail Zinshteyn:
And will schools be allowed to use the 21st Century Learning funds to expand time in the classroom, or will be reserved exclusively for after school programs?

Tom Skelly:
Yes. We’re talking about the possibility of extended day. That’s not something that’s really pushed under current law, but we’d like to see it changed.

Mikhail Zinshteyn:
And who was that who just said that?

Tom Skelly:
It’s Tom Skelly. I'm the Budget Director.

Mikhail Zinshteyn:
Thank you.

Coordinator:
All right, thank you.


Once again to ask a question, you may press Star 1. You will be prompted to record your name and organization.

To withdraw your request, press Star 2.


And our next question will be coming from Mr. Michael Stratford of Inside Higher Education. Sir, your line is open.

Michael Stratford:
Hi. Thanks for taking my call.


You mentioned, Secretary Duncan, the proposal to change income-based repayment. The pay-as-you-earn repayment plan. I'm wondering are the proposals that you're making to expand the program to all borrowers and sort of cut back some of the caps and try to target it so that it doesn’t disproportionately help high income borrowers. Are those proposals something that the department is going to move ahead and can move ahead with administratively? Or, it’s something that Congress needs to act on?

Arne Duncan:
We need Congress’ partnership here. And again, this is one - like many, (Mike), I've - (unintelligible) we should be able to do it in a bipartisan way, making sure we are helping the people who need the most help. Making sure folks that are going into you know teaching and working in non-profit and serving the community have a chance to follow their heart and not be burdened by outside debt we think just makes a lot of sense. So, we’re looking forward to partnering with Congress to invest, but we need Congress to help us here.
Michael Stratford:
Thanks.

Coordinator:
All right, thank you.


Our next question will be coming from Mr. Mark Sherman with LRP Publications. Sir, your line is open.

Mark Sherman:
Thank you, Secretary Duncan.


Looking at the budget for the IDEA, except for $3 million extra dollars for Part C, the only increase is a $100 million competitive grant program under the results-driven accountability initiative.

And it’s certainly true that test scores for students with disabilities are low. In the eighth grade, the proficiency rates are in the single digits.

Nonetheless special ed groups would like to see the baseline funding increased. Why not just give that $100 million to the states to use for their existing programs?

Arne Duncan:
So you could do that. Again, the $100 million on the base of IDEA funding would be frankly pennies spread that broadly. And what we want to move more generally, (unintelligible). We’re really trying to move from a compliance-driven mentality here to one that’s much more focused on results. Michael and his team have done a fantastic job there.


And, we want a better partner with states and districts that are serious about challenging themselves and not just around test scores. That’s a piece of it. But again, increasing high school graduation rates and making sure students with special needs are both college and career ready, and we think there are places that are really willing to break the mold and set some examples for us.


So your question is similar to Lindsay’s question, but we need to have limited additional dollars trying to create some proof points, create some best - shining a spotlight on best practices and people showing real courage, real leadership and innovation. We think that’s a way to challenge the status quo in a pretty profound way. We have seen that in the past.

Again, whether it’s with Race to the Top. Whether it’s with the (Unintelligible), or Promised Neighborhood. And we’ve been so encouraged by people really willing to do some things differently. Really continue to (unintelligible) both the space and also some addition resource to have them move into this direction.


What I would also say is that what we’re seeing in all of these situations in the past is we’ve seen - the reality is we’ve seen many more good applicants - great applicants than we’ve had dollars available. We’re sure that would be the case again here.

We’ve seen so many people move forward with or without our dollars, and that’s been fantastic to see that kind of leadership, and we would hope for that in this space.


So I don't think we would see change just in those districts or states we fund. I think the change we see will be much more broad-based than that. That’s my strong hope and expectation.

Mark Sherman):
Thank you so much.

Dorie Nolt:
And operator, this is going to be the last question.

Coordinator:
Oh, all right.


Our last question will be coming from Mr. Douglas Belkin with Wall Street Journal.

Douglas Belkin:
Hi Secretary, thanks very much for taking a few minutes for us.

Two questions. You mentioned - I thought you said $4 billion was heading towards this rating system. I see a line item for $1.64, and I'm wondering what the number is - I was thinking about how that money is going to be spent?

Arne Duncan:
Yes. No. No. That’s incorrect. There’s no specific line item for that. And what I talked about more broadly were investments in higher education, and we’re charged with creating a rating system, but there’s no specific line item for that. That’s work that our staff is doing as part of their regular job.

Douglas Belkin:
So this line item here under performance funding and college (unintelligible) and graduation bonuses is not considered part of the rating system?

Arne Duncan:
No.


What we’re trying to do - a couple things. Where universities are doing a good job of graduating - you know, first generation college goers - program recipients, we want to encourage that. Again, our goal is not just access. Our goal is completion.

And then, we’re seeing some states start to move to more performance-based funding for higher Ed. We had a limited number of states in that direction, and we want to again continue to encourage more performance-based funding. So those are two different goals that are part of the higher Ed agenda.


We want to move both here at the Federal level, but also encourage states to move from an input-based funding to an outcomes-based funding model for higher Ed.

Douglas Belkin):
Okay, thank you.

Dorie Nolt:
Okay, thank you all for joining us today. If you have any other questions, please contact us at Press@ed.gov.
Coordinator:
That concludes today’s conference. Thank you for participating. You may now disconnect.

END

