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Coordinator:
Welcome and thank you for standing by. At this time all participants are in a listen-only mode until the question-and-answer portion. If at that time you would like to ask a question, please press star 1. Today’s conference is also being recorded. If you have any objections, please disconnect at this time.

And now, I’d like to turn the call over to your host, Mr. Justin Hamilton, Press Secretary at the U.S. Department of Education.
Justin Hamilton:
Good afternoon and thank you, everyone, for joining our call on Race to the Top. We’re pleased that you were able to join us today. The Secretary’s going to give some brief opening remarks, and then we’ll open it up for Q&A.

And so, with that, I will turn it over to Secretary Duncan.
Arne Duncan:
Hi, good afternoon and thanks for hanging in there with us. We’re starting a couple minutes late. I apologize for that.

Today, we’re really excited. We expect to receive between 30 and 40 applications for the first round of Race to the Top funding and we’ll know by the end of the day exactly how many those are, so we’ll come back to you on that.

This program, as you know, has already help drive significant change in states all across the country. Forty-eight states are working together to develop common college and (unintelligible)-ready standards. A dozen states have amended or protected their charter laws. Several states eliminated barriers to better teacher evaluation that factors in student achievement.

Best of all, at the local and state levels, stakeholders are working together in collaboration to develop comprehensive reform plans. Superintendents, unions, elected officials, governors, and administrators, everyone is stepping up and taking responsibility.


Everyone recognizes that education is not only the path out of poverty for people who have been denied opportunity, but is also the most important foundation to a strong economy. That’s why this competitive program is so critically important, and that’s why President Obama announced today that he would like to extend the program into next year.

He has called for $1.35 billion in a 2011 budget to continue Race to the Top. He’s also sought the discretion to create a District Level Race to the Top competition. The best districts in America want to compete and they want to get better, and they want to get better faster. I’ve spoken to numerous superintendents and they’re thrilled with this potential opportunity.


If Congress supports this initiative, we will design this in such a way that both big city and rural school districts can compete and can win, and that’s what this is about. We’re competing with the world for the jobs of the future, and our responsibility is to prepare our children for those jobs. As a nation, quite frankly, we have fallen short by lowering standards and graduating students who are not ready, and that’s what we’re working to change.

I just want to thank all the educators and leaders around the country who are rising to this challenge, applying for these funds, and are committed to doing dramatically better for our nation’s children.

I’ll stop there and take any questions you might have.

Coordinator:
Thank you, sir. At this time, to ask a question, please remember to press star 1.

The first question comes from (Kirk Carapeza) from Wisconsin Public Radio. Your line is open.

Man:
Ready?

Arne Duncan:
Yeah, yeah. We’re ready. Go ahead. Question? You want to go to the next one?
Coordinator:
Yes, one moment, sir.
Justin Hamilton:
Operator?

Coordinator:
Yes, I’m sorry the list is a little bit long here. I apologize for that. The question comes from Kate Alexander, Austin American-Statesman. Your line is open.
Kate Alexander:
Yes, given the weight of the common poor standards in the Race to the Top competition, the Texas Education Commission has raised concerns that participation in the common core process will become mandatory to qualify for ESEA money. Could you speak to that concern?

Arne Duncan:
Yeah. I wouldn’t worry about that at all. It was never said it was mandatory. We’ll never say it’s mandatory. What we’ve said is that states have to collaborate together. And as you know, we had a situation where 50 states doing their own thing and that’s led to a dumbing down of standards.

And we would love to see Texas work with, you know, whatever state or states they would - they’d like to partner with, but it’s something we’ll never make mandatory. But, we are saying you have to be part of a collaboration.
Kate Alexander:
Thank you.

Coordinator:
Thank you. The next question is from Meredith Kolodner, New York Daily News. Your line’s open.

Meredith Kolodner:
Hi, Secretary. The Governor here, Governor Patterson, has said that you have told them that the Charter Cap has to be listed to represent at least 10% of the public schools in the state, or else the application is dead on arrival. Can you comment on that?
Arne Duncan:
That would not be correct. I wouldn’t say that to any Governor. I know New York is working very hard to put together a competitive application, and we look forward to receiving that. And you know, we’ve never said that there’s one question that’s a make or break in the competition. The only thing was the firewall between teachers and student data, but we’ve never said there’s one question that would make any application either dead on arrival, or that would guarantee success.


But, what did I say to the Governor is this is a very, very stiff, difficult competition, this is not a race to the middle, this is a Race to the Top, and we meant what we said.
Meredith Kolodner:
Thank you.

Coordinator:
Thank you. The next question is from Howard Blume, LA Times. Your line is open.

Howard Blume:
Yes, I’m guessing that states who get part of the $4.35 billion would also get part of - could also apply to get part of the $1.35 billion, and that districts that receive money on the first round also could apply for the part for direct funding?
Arne Duncan:
Yeah. We haven’t worked this out yet, so we’re still thinking it through and there are lots of way this could work. That’d be one way that districts could compete again. There are other ways to do it. We could think through whether you alternate years between states and districts, or whether you carve out a piece of the money each year to do states and districts.

So, there’s a lot of thought, a lot of strategy we want to put in place that would - to try to figure out what would help - what would be the most useful to districts in the states. What would drive the greatest change. And we actually - as you know this money would be available -- at the earliest -- in October of this year and it could be as late as December, so we’ve got plenty of time here.


We actually want to spend some time and talk with state leaders and district superintendents and figure out what would be the best structure for this program if Congress funds it.

Howard Blume:
And there’s going to be a temptation in a lot of cash-strapped school systems to use Race to the Top grants in some way or another to backfill for areas which they would otherwise have to cut the budget or increase class sizes, or you know, make cuts that would in fact harm education.

So, you know, how - what would you say to districts in terms of using this money in the best way possible when also faced with the problem of having to make more budget cuts this year?
Arne Duncan:
Yeah, that’s a great question and it is obviously a very, very tough time out there, and California is as tough as any. We recognize that. However, I’ll just say we’re, you know, we’re - again that this is going to be very, very competitive. This is by definition a competition and where folks are trying to play games or, you know, simply supplant, I anticipate as we open this up to districts that we could get hundreds of applications potential (sic).


And we’re just simply going to fund those that are helping to demonstrate to the country what’s possible. And so, folks that are - you know, want to, you know, play games or just, you know, trying to maintain the status quo, we simply have no interest in funding that. We want to fund the states and the districts and non-profit - we just want to fund the states and districts and the non-profit that are willing to challenge a status quo and help lead the country where we need to go.
Howard Blume:
Thank you.

Coordinator:
Thank you. The next question is from Michele McNeil, Education Week. Your line is open.
Michele McNeil:
Thanks, Secretary. Could you, as specifically as possible, explain how you’re going to decide how many seats are going to win in the first round. I know there are peer reviewers, and I know that there’s an overall point system. Are you going to set a cut off that anybody above 450 points wins? Are you going to...
Arne Duncan:
No, no, no. We...
Michele McNeil:
...take into account...
Arne Duncan:
Now that...
Michele McNeil:
...are you going to take into account the finalists that come in and make their pitches, or can you explain a little bit about how you’re going to decide?
Arne Duncan:
Yeah. We’re absolutely not just going to have a certain cut off at a certain point total. And a lot of this, Michele, will just be simply determined by the quality of the proposals and we want to fund as many great proposals as we can. And we don’t want to fund those that we think, you know, are good or have potential, but aren’t great yet. And that’s why - obviously why we did this in two rounds.


So, there’s going to be a very high bar this first round, and we’ll just fund - we’ll simply fund the best of the best the first go around, and folks who don’t, you know, quite get in or folks that don’t even apply the first round, we’re going to have a very vigorous competition in the second round.

So, there won’t be any arbitrary cut off or anything like that, we’ll just fund those that we think have the best chance -- again -- of demonstrating to the country what’s truly possible.

Michele McNeil:
Are you only going to look at points or are you also going to consider other factors? Is it just points?

Arne Duncan:
Yeah. We’re basically looking at those states that do the best job and - through the application and through the interview process.

Michele McNeil:
So, the interview will count too?
Joanne Weiss:
Yeah, hi, Michele. This is Joanne.
Michele McNeil:
Hi.

Joanne Weiss:
So, yes, the interview - so points will be earned throughout the competition based on the criteria that has been published, and basically the application, plus, for finalists, the presentation that they make will all inform the points that an applicant receives.

And although, as the Secretary said, we’ll fund the best of the best at the end, we also are committed to posting on our Web site all of the applications, all of the comments, and all of the scores. So, people who want to see exactly how we arrived at the answers we arrived at in the end, will be able to look at it and do the math themselves.
Michele McNeil:
Thank you.
Coordinator:
The next question is from Tom Weber, Minnesota Public Radio.
Tom Weber:
Secretary, the announcement made today about continuing the Race to the Top, should we just consider that then a third round of funding, or has that been hammered out as to how that’ll work?
Arne Duncan:
I wouldn’t - it’s trying to continue the program, so I don’t know whether you’d call it third round of funding or not. I think that - obviously the huge takeaways from today is the President and we have been extraordinarily pleased with the progress that we’re seeing so far before we spend a dollar.

As I’ve been traveling the country, as receptive as people have been to Race to the Top, the biggest question I’ve gotten repeatedly, and the biggest concern folks had is, is this going to be a one-shot deal? Are you going to do this once and sort of walk away from it?

And what, you know, what the President is doing I think it’s just showing tremendous courage to say, “We’re committed to this for the long haul.” And this a, you know, a huge amount of money coming in, and not only are we committed to continuing to work with states, but because this thing’s so much - you know, movement by states already, we want to push that level of innovation at the district level as well.

And as you know, education is both a local and a state responsibility. And so, this is a continuation of what we think has been one of the most significant drivers of reform in recent memory in education, quite frankly.

Tom Weber:
Okay. Can you speak very quickly to how important union support or a lack of union support with various states’ applications will drive whether states get those funds? We’ve certainly had some of that here in Minnesota.

Arne Duncan:
Yeah, and we’ll follow it very closely. It - to me, what we’re looking for is not just about the union, it’s about every adult collaborating to help students be successful. So, it’s teachers, it’s principals, it’s superintendants, it’s school boards, it’s State Boards’ of Education, and yes, it’s unions working together.

Part of what makes education so complicated and complex in our country is you need great alignment among adults. And what I see from our standpoint, what I see us doing is we’re basically investing in states where the management team and all the adults there are working together. And just as in business, you wouldn’t necessarily invest in a management team where people were fighting each other on different pages.

We want to invest in those places that are working together, that are collaborating, and that have a common vision of where they need to go and a collective willingness to challenge the status quo. So, that sense of collaboration, you know, unions are - is an important piece of it, but it goes well beyond that.

No one factor is going to make or break an application, but as I’ve said repeatedly, and again I think folks don’t quite believe this yet, and they won’t believe maybe until we pick the winners, is that this is going to be a very, very high bar. And there may be -- honestly -- a very slim, we don’t know any of this yet, but there may be a very small number of points that differentiates winners from losers.

So, we want to work with those folks that have the collective capacity to push for dramatically better results for children, and also the courage to do those things.

Tom Weber:
Thank you.

Coordinator:
Thank you. The next question is from Tom Benning, Dallas Morning News. Your line’s open.
Tom Benning:
Thank you, Secretary. Last week, Texas Governor Rick Perry, in deciding not to apply for this aesthetic “smacks of a federal takeover of our public schools.” And then, in a letter to you went on to share some concerns about he thought that this would prohibit states from adopting more rigorous curriculum standards. And also, that he thought it would actually cost more adopting national standards than the amount of funds that the state could receive.

I was hoping you could respond to some of those concerns and Governor Perry’s statements.

Arne Duncan:
Sure, and obviously I just think it’s a loss for the children of his state. You know, there’s potentially hundreds of millions of dollars there. The last thing we want to do, or we’ve never done is to, you know, to overreach our position.

All we simply want to do is invest in the great work that’s going on at the local level, and I happen to know there’s some phenomenal educators who are doing a great job in Texas that don’t have a chance to bring, you know, resources to their districts.

So, it’s something we’re going to continue to, you know, to talk through and I’m going to speak with the Governor -- I think -- later this week. I was obviously a superintendent of a district for a long time, and our - all we want to do is support the great ideas and the great work happening at the local level.

The common standards, as you well know, that’s not something we’re driving; that’s 48 states working together, 48 governors, 48 schools chiefs. It happens that, you know, the Governor of Texas chose not to participate, but 48 other Governors think this is a pretty good idea.

So, I’d encourage him to think about it and this is never going to be about federal overreaching. This is all about investing in those states and those districts that are doing a great job of educating their children.

Tom Benning:
And just one quick follow-up. In President Obama’s speech earlier today, he made reference to the situation in Texas. I mean, how much was this idea to allow local districts to directly apply for funds? I mean, how much was that driven from - by states like Texas and others that have decided not to participate in the program this time around?

Arne Duncan:
Honestly, very little. And again, what - as I’ve traveled the country, I’ve been to, you know, 36, 37 states. Everywhere I’ve gone one of the biggest concerns people expressed was that they loved the Race to the Top idea. They were just, you know, repeatedly concerned that they have seen a million good programs come and go at the federal level, and they were looking for our long-term commitment.

And so, this is in response not - frankly not really to any state at all specifically, those responses are just a constant drumbeat -- I heard -- from educators, from parents, from superintendents, from governors that, “You guys are on to something really powerful here. You know, federal government often doesn’t stay with something that’s working, please stay the course.”


And this is the President really stepping out there and saying he’s committed to staying the course on this.

Coordinator:
Thank you. The next question is from Sarah Hughes, Colorado Public Radio.
Sarah Hughes:
Yes, thank you, Secretary. Colorado is really still in the process of reforming teacher evaluation systems, so that the evaluations consider student performance, but Colorado hasn’t really yet transformed a lot of this into law. Do you see this as a weak spot in Colorado’s application?
Arne Duncan:
You know, again, I can’t really speak to -- at this point -- any, you know, any states strengths or weaknesses in the application. If - you know, we’re expecting again, you know, a great application from Colorado. If they make it through in the first round successful, fantastic. If not, we expect them to come back, you know, in the second round.


And obviously, you know, we want every state to continue to improve. This has been a real driver of change, but even a successful states are going to have more work to do. And so, this is something, you know, where, you know, every state should put their best foot forward and win or lose, should continue to evolve and push the reform agenda.


So, I can’t comment on the specifics, you know, of any state now; that wouldn’t be appropriate. But, we want every state to -- again -- to absolutely to compete as vigorously as they can and those successful ones will continue to grow, and those who don’t get in the first time we’re going to have lots of money in the second round. And again, we’re now very hopeful to have a whole second Race to the Top competition that folks can come back in at that point as well.

So, there’s, you know, clearly more than one bite at the apple and we hope people take full advantage of those opportunities.
Coordinator:
Thank you. The next question is from (Kirk Carapeza), Wisconsin Public Radio. Your line is open.
(Kirk Carapeza):
Hi, Secretary. How critical is a mayoral district control to a states’ chances of receiving funds?
Arne Duncan:
It’s not the fact - it’s actually not mentioned in the Race to the Top application.

(Kirk Carapeza):
And just my follow-up, is that factored in at all into a points system in terms of - you talked a bit about getting adults on the same page. In Milwaukee, here in Wisconsin, this has become an issue that’s been an ongoing debate. Will that factor in at all to your point system?

Arne Duncan:
And again, if you look at the point system it’s not mentioned there. So, the simple answer to your question is no, mayoral control will not be a factor in our - in deciding Race to the Top winners and losers.
(Kirk Carapeza):
Thank you very much.

Coordinator:
Thank you. The next question is from Pamela Gentry, BET News.
Pamela Gentry:
Hi, Secretary. Thanks for taking our calls. I just wanted to ask you, there’s been some criticism that a lot of the award winners may be - the people who win the awards may be focused a lot on standardized testing. And teacher evaluation that could be tied to standardized testing, because that does exist and it was very prominent under other initiatives placed out by the Education Department in the past.

Do you see that being something that would be highly rewarded this time around or have you taken that into consideration?

Arne Duncan:
Absolutely and what we said for - as a country, is that we have to prepare many more students to graduate from high school and be prepared to be successful in college, so this is all to that end.

Where we have bad testing, where we’re over-testing, quite frankly I don’t think that helps students get to that next level. What we have said is we need better assessments and we’re putting $350 million out in a separate competition to come up with much better assessments, and if those are leading to better results for students, that’s we’re about.

But, at the end of the day, this is about graduating many more students from high school and making sure many more of our graduates from high school are prepared for success in college and the world of work. That’s the end goal. That’s what the focus is.

Pamela Gentry:
Okay. Thank you.
Arne Duncan:
Yep.

Coordinator:
Thank you and our last question is from Mara Williams, Kansas City Star.

Mara Williams:
Yes, Secretary, just a quick question. I may have missed this; maybe I came in late. But, I wanted to know when and how will we know who the winners are, and when will the application process for the second round begin?

Arne Duncan:
Great and let me - operator, I’m happy to take a couple more questions here if you have folks lined up, so - we have a few more minutes here.

To answer your question, ma’am, the applications for the first of Race to the Top are due today, January 19. We will notify winners in April. The second round, applications will be due in June and we’ll notify the second round winners in September.

And then, if we’re successful in getting this Race to the Top money in the FY ’11 budget, we don’t have those timeframes put together yet, but it’ll be coming -- obviously -- either very late this year or probably more likely in 2011.

Mara Williams:
Okay.
Coordinator:
Thank you, sir. The next question then will be from Amanda Paulson, Christian Science Monitor.
Amanda Paulson:
Thank you. I wanted to ask again, a little more about this idea of the - having all the stakeholders agree. I know there’s been some talk that some of the strongest and most ambitious applications may come from states that have a fair amount of descent from teachers unions and districts. And perhaps some of the weaker applications, you know, may also be the ones that have gotten more stakeholders on board. And I’m just curious how you’re going to try and weigh some of those factors in.

Arne Duncan:
Yeah, it’s a great question and I think often, you know, these are sort of (false economies). We are going to have hundreds and hundreds of folks sign these - be part of these proposals. Unions, you know, non-profits, Universities, districts, states, there’s going to be great participation.

We’re going to look at the end of the day, not just for collaboration, but for folks that -- again -- can help lead the country where we need to go and drive a reform agenda. So, if a district or if a state is getting consensus, but doing it by perpetuating the status quo, well frankly, you know, we’re not going to be that interested in doing it.

What we think and what we’re very - actually very confident is that you’re going to have a set of states that both have folks working together on the same page and pushing a very strong reform agenda. And so, it’s the combination of those two that we’re going to look for. That’s how you’re going to win this competition.


So, this is not a race to the middle, this is not a race to a low bar, this is not a race to the bottom, this is a Race to the Top. And we’re convinced we’re going to have a set of states that are able both to push a very strong reform agenda and get all the adults working together. And frankly, in some states that’s been going on for a while, and so those are the states that we’re going to invest in.

Mara Williams:
Thank you.

Coordinator:
Thank you. The next question is from Scott Waldman, Albany Times Union.

Scott Waldman:
Yes, Secretary, thanks for taking my question. I just wanted to have you reiterate something you spoke to earlier. In New York, today our Governor, just hours ago, unveiled his budget proposal and included in there is the assumption that we will get $750 million in Race to the Top funds.

Is this the sort of planning that states should be doing? He’s basically indicating that it’s going to be used to plug holes in the budget rather than any sort of new reform efforts. And of course, New York is also -- as we speak -- the legislature is still debating on whether or not to raise the Charter School cap.

Arne Duncan:
Well, I love his - I love the confidence. I got to say that this is going to be - you know, we’re anticipating around 30 states - a minimum of 30 states apply, so this is going to be very, very competitive. So, for anyone to assume they’re getting this that’s a bit of a leap of faith, I would say.

And obviously, if this money is seen as simply plugging budget holes that’s not something that we’re going to be interested in.
Scott Waldman:
Okay. Thank you.

Arne Duncan:
Thank you. The next question is from (Dalene Cortz) from Pittsburgh Tribune-Review.

(Dalene Cortz):
Hi, thank you, Secretary. What I am wondering is in states like Pennsylvania where there are so many school districts, we have 500 hundred here, and there’s a low percentage of school districts opting into the application. The last estimates I had heard from our Department of Education was around 150.

How will that weigh in with having like a low percentage of districts who are going to be interested in taking part of this program?

Joanne Weiss:
Yeah, this is Joanne Weiss. So, these are the factors that we’re asking peer reviewers to balance. As the Secretary said, we’re really looking for people who are - for applications that do a good job of balancing strong reform agendas with willing LEAs that are interested in really implementing them, and doing so in a way that broadly is going to move the statewide outcomes forward for kids in that state. And those are exactly the sort of three things that our peer reviewers are going to have to be looking at and considering and deciding across.

Arne Duncan:
We’ll - I’ll - we’ll take two more questions, and then have to run. I apologize.

(Dalene Cortz):
Thank you.

Coordinator:
Thank you. The question comes from Penny Starr, CNS News.

Penny Starr:
Hi, thank you, Secretary. Back to your original comments about the 30 applicants, those are 30 states, and how many winners will you pick, and how will this money be divided?
Arne Duncan:
Right. And it - great question. Again, we don’t know how many winners there will be. Quite frankly, there will probably be a lot more losers than winners in the first round. This is going to be very, very competitive. There’s going to be a very high bar and we’re going to invest in those states in this first round that we’re most convinced can demonstrate to the country what’s possible.


And so, the states that win we hope they’ll work together and again, really be demonstration sites for the county to follow. And every state who applies who doesn’t get money the first round, we’ll send them back very specific comments letting them know what they need to improve for the second round. And as you know, we have a number of states who are already planning to apply for the second round who didn’t enter in the first round.

But, we’re just going to pick the best of the best that - by, you know, by every different look at their applications, give us the most confidence that they can do two things, that they can raise the bar for all students and continue to close the achievement gap. A gap that’s...
((Crosstalk))

Penny Starr:
And how will you divide the funds? How will you decide what entity what gets what amount of that...
((Crosstalk))

Arne Duncan:
Yeah, what we’ve done is sort of based is upon size of states. We’ve given them sort of ranges which they could apply for. And so, we’ll look at their applications, we’ll look at the ranges that - (of their apply), and then we’ll look at the size of the states. So, big states...
((Crosstalk))

Arne Duncan:
...will obviously have the potential to apply for more money than smaller states.
Joanne Weiss:
But, every state has proposed, as part of their application, a budget that matches the work that they’re seeking to do, and so that is the amount of money that that state is requesting as their grant.

Penny Starr:
Thank you.
Arne Duncan:
Final question, please?
Coordinator:
Yes, sir. It comes from (Katherine Sheck), School Board News.
(Katherine Sheck):
Hi, Secretary Duncan. I was wondering if you can talk a little bit more about how - what you’re going to be looking for in terms of district - school district competition. Are you looking for different criteria than what the states have or additional criteria? Can you tell me a little bit more about that?

Arne Duncan:
Yeah, so you’re talking about the proposal we made today, right?

(Katherine Sheck):
Correct...
Arne Duncan:
Yeah...
(Katherine Sheck):
...the district level competition.

Arne Duncan:
...we’re going to take some time and obviously, we have months, you know, months and months -- frankly -- before that, you know, that budget comes our way, so we’re going to take some time and really think it through.

What we want to do is, again we’ve been so encouraged by the level of engagement and the progress that states are making, we want to give districts those kinds of opportunities, as well to innovate and to challenge the status quo and push a very strong reform agenda.

So, we’re going to take some time and talk to state leaders and talk to district leaders and talk to students and teachers and parents and principals, and really think this thing through. So, there will absolutely be, you know, many similarities, but we might do some things a little bit different for districts as well.


So, we’re going to get the, you know, the best advice from the field. Again, our job in all of this is not to come up with - the ideas here in Washington, but to really listen to local educators and support their work. And so, what - we had lots of time to have those conversations and we’ll come back at a later date and try and take that best thinking from around the country and put it into a potential proposal.
(Katherine Sheck):
Okay. Well, how much time are we talking about?

Arne Duncan:
Well again, this is the FY ’11 budget, the earliest we would have access to that money would be October, and I think this past year we didn’t have access to that money until December, so we couldn’t even begin to think about a competition until that budget passed.

So, at a minimum, we’re looking between now and October, you know, nine months and then potentially as much as 11 months. So, you know, over the next, you know, four, five, six months, you know, we want to really, you know, get out there, continue to travel the country, and get the best advice of what would be most supportive for pushing innovation and creativity at the local level.
(Katherine Sheck):
Thank you.

Arne Duncan:
All right. Thanks, everybody for the opportunity.

Coordinator:
And this does conclude today’s conference. All parties may disconnect.

END

