THE U. S. DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION’S EXPENDITURES FOR CONFERENCES WITH EXPENSES IN EXCESS OF $100,000 IN
FISCAL YEAR 2014
INTRODUCTION
The U.S. Department of Education (“Department” or “ED”) continues its efforts to ensure that all conferences are reviewed at the appropriate level, as required in Memorandum-12-12, “Promoting Efficient Spending to Support Agency Operations,” which the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) issued on May 11, 2012.  The Department has a number of internal controls to monitor conference spending.  This report describes the Department’s efforts to continuously evaluate and improve our work and processes to ensure that we remain responsible stewards of public funds.  
Building on the Department’s fiscal year (FY) 2013 improvement efforts described in last year’s report (www2.ed.gov/about/reports/annual/2013conferencesreport.doc), the Department launched a conference data collection and review site (Data Site) in September 2013 to maintain records of conference-related expenditures across the Department.  In September 2014, ED modified the system for more efficient data entry and reporting.  Conference data are analyzed and used to inform policies and practices related to conference spending.  In addition, the Data Site is used to track proposed conferences through the review and approval processes thereby helping to ensure that each conference is thoroughly reviewed by the appropriate stakeholders in a timely manner.
OVERVIEW
The Department sponsored 17 conferences with expenses in excess of $100,000 during FY 2014.  The total cost to the Department for these 17 conferences was approximately $4,374,774, which represents .0065 percent of the Department’s $67.3 billion in discretionary appropriations (including discretionary Pell Grant funding) and a 12.5 percent reduction from the previous year.
  The average cost of these conferences was approximately $257,300, with a median cost of $195,140.
The Department’s primary purpose and focus for conducting in-person conferences is to offer training and technical assistance to non-Federal staff who are responsible for the administration and implementation of Department program funds, as well as other non-Federal staff who are responsible for research and data collections.  The conferences held in FY 2014 supported the Department’s work in three content areas:  elementary and secondary education, college and career education, and research and evaluation.  The following information presents a summary of conferences; detailed information is provided in the Appendix.

Elementary and Secondary Education

· The Department held seven conferences in this area; these conferences accounted for approximately 40 percent of the Department’s expenditures on conferences over $100,000.

· The purpose of two of these conferences was to conduct awards or recognition ceremonies, authorized by statute or Executive Order, for outstanding schools, teachers, and students.  
· The purpose of three of these conferences was to provide training and/or instruction to non-Federal project directors who received competitive grants from the Department.  This training focused on effective grant management, including required reporting on annual progress; implementation of rigorous project evaluations; and adherence to Federal cost principles.  The training also provided information from experts on topics aimed at supporting grantees to effectively and efficiently meet their project goals and maximize the impact of their projects.
· One conference focused on providing instruction/technical assistance to teachers.
· The remaining conference was about making the messaging and instructions provided by the Department’s Office for Civil Rights clear and consistent, regardless of the areas in which students live. 
College and Careers

· The Department held three conferences in this area; these conferences accounted for nearly 30 percent of the Department’s expenditures on conferences over $100,000.  

· These three conferences were the Historically Black Colleges and Universities Annual Conference, the 2013 Federal Student Aid Fall Conference, and the On the Same Page:  Effective Implementation of College- and Career-Ready Standards through Labor-Manangement Collaboration Conference.  
· The largest ED conference, both in terms of the number of attendees and costs, was the 2013 Federal Student Aid Fall Conference, which brought together financial aid officials representing 2,000 institutions of higher education that provide Federal financial assistance for postsecondary students.  This conference was designed to help oversee the $150 billion student financial aid program.  This one conference accounted for over 20 percent of the Department’s expenditures on conferences over $100,000.
Research and Evaluation
· The Department held seven conferences in this area; these conferences accounted for approximately 30 percent of the Department's expenditures on conferences over $100,000.

· All of these conferences focused either on improving the quality of the required data collections for the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) and other data collections or training external researchers in specialized research and evaluation methodologies.

ONGOING EFFORTS TO REDUCE CONFERENCE SPENDING
To increase efficiency and reduce conference spending, offices throughout the Department utilize a wide variety of available technologies, where feasible, to communicate with stakeholders and the public.  Such technologies include conference calls, video conferences, webinars, and online training tools.  By increasing our use of technology to conduct necessary meetings, we have reduced conference-related expenditures. 

The Department also continued to improve upon its ability to track conference data and expenditures through its Data Site.  The Data Site was designed to collect information needed for the annual OMB report (described in OMB Memorandum-12-12), as well as meet the requirements for reporting to the Department’s Inspector General (described in section 3003 of the Consolidated and Further Continuing Appropriations Act, 2013).  The staff in each of the Department’s offices that sponsor conferences was trained on how to enter information about planned conferences into the Data Site for review and how to use the Data Site to track the progress of that review through the approval process.  The Data Site provides summary data on a number of important variables (e.g., number of attendees and estimated costs).  The data are used by the Department to examine its conference-related expenditures, ensure consistency in the approval process, and provide information that may be helpful in identifying other cost-saving opportunities.  

In addition to launching and modifying the Data Site, the Department took a number of additional steps to reduce spending for all conferences, including conferences with expenses that are less than $100,000.  These actions are outlined below.

Communication with ED Staff

Usability discussions to help improve review and approval process.  After the initial Data Site was launched for use, meetings with frequent users were held.  These users, as well as reviewers provided essential feedback to help improve the review and data gathering processes.  Revisions based on this feedback have created a significant increase in customer satisfaction in the usability of the Data Site. 
Training for contract staff and program staff in offices holding conferences.  Continued specialized training sessions were held for program staff and contracting staff on strategies to reduce conference spending in areas such as audiovisual, meeting space, and other venue-related expenses.  These training sessions were designed to enhance employees’ knowledge of strategies to efficiently manage conference requirements and stay within or below budget.  In addition, resources were made available to assist staff in soliciting and negotiating conference-related services and products. 

Mandatory use of the Data Site for review and approval purposes.  At the start of FY 2014, the redesigned and improved Data Site became a required process for conferences with conference-related expenditures of $20,000 or more. 
Communication with Grantees

Providing assistance to grantees.  Senior staff continued to speak at meetings of the Department’s grantees to review the Department’s policies regarding the use of grant funds for conferences and to answer questions about the practical application of Federal cost principles to grantee conferences.

APPENDIX
U.S. DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION’S EXPENDITURES FOR CONFERENCES
IN FY 2014
INFORMATION ON EACH CONFERENCE WITH EXPENSES IN EXCESS OF $100,000

We used the definition of “conferences” in OMB’s Memorandum-12-12 to identify the events to include in this report.  We excluded on-site peer reviews
 in which expert reviewers meet in person to discuss and make recommendations to the Department on competitive grant applications.  We also excluded meetings that contractors held to train their staff to administer NAEP (or to administer other assessment or survey protocols), as well as meetings to obtain input from experts on item accuracy, grade-level appropriateness, absence of bias, and other technical requirements. These activities are necessary to assist the Department in its research and evaluation efforts and, in the case of NAEP, are necessary for the Department to meet a statutory obligation.  Therefore, we reviewed these events to ensure that costs were reasonable and necessary but are not reporting them here.

What follows is detailed information on the 17 Department-sponsored conferences with expenses exceeding $100,000 that were held in FY 2014 and the waiver for the conference with expenses exceeding $500,000. 
Elementary and Secondary Education
1.  Teacher and Leader Effectiveness & Standards and Assessment Community of Practice Convening: Building Leadership for Rigorous Instruction 
· Conference Start Date:  10/1/2013
· Conference End Date:  10/2/2013
· Total Conference Expenses:  $385,416
· Location:  Washington, DC
· Description of How the Conference Advanced ED’s Mission:  This conference provided State teams an opportunity to share experiences in using policy and practice levers (e.g., preparation, licensure, re-licensure, and evaluation) to build the capacity of principals and other instructional leaders.  The teams helped determine how the State, local educational agencies, and partners could both coordinate and collaborate while acting individually to build instructional leadership capacity.  The overall goal of the conference was to develop  a common understanding of what principals and other instructional leaders should know and be able to do to be effective in meeting the demands of the current era of reform.
· Number of Attendees Whose Travel or Other Conference Expenses Were Paid for By ED:  11
· Total Conference Attendees:  234
2.  2013 National Blue Ribbon Schools Recognition Ceremony
· Conference Start Date:  11/18/2013
· Conference End Date:  11/19/2013
· Total Conference Expenses:  $270,685
· Location:  Washington, DC
· Description of How the Conference Advanced ED’s Mission:  The purpose of the National Blue Ribbon Schools Recognition Ceremony is to recognize public and private elementary, middle, and high schools in which students perform at very high levels or where significant improvements are being made in students’ levels of academic achievement.  Blue Ribbon Schools are highly regarded by educators and other community leaders.  This annual awards ceremony was attended by principals and teachers from across the country.
· Number of Attendees Whose Travel or Other Conference Expenses Were Paid for By ED:  3
· Total Conference Attendees:  970
3.  Race to the Top-District Technical Assistance Conference
· Conference Start Date:  12/11/2013
· Conference End Date:  12/12/2013
· Total Conference Expenses:  $105,850
· Location:  Atlanta, GA
· Description of How the Conference Advanced ED’s Mission:  This technical assistance convening was the first of 16 Race to the Top-District grantee meetings.  This convening helped grantees learn effective ways to strengthen personalized learning projects in their districts.
· Number of Attendees Whose Travel or Other Conference Expenses Were Paid for By ED:  20
· Total Conference Attendees:  96
4.  2014 US Presidential Scholars National Recognition Program
· Conference Start Date:  6/22/2014
· Conference End Date:  6/25/2014
· Total Conference Expenses:  $238,600
· Location:  Washington, DC
· Description of How the Conference Advanced ED’s Mission:  This event recognizes and honors some of our nation’s most distinguished graduating high school seniors, including students who demonstrate exceptional talent in the visual, creative, and performing arts.  Each year, up to 141 students are named as Presidential Scholars, one of the nation’s highest honors by ED.
· Number of Attendees Whose Travel or Other Conference Expenses Were Paid for By ED:  137
· Total Conference Attendees:  196
5.  Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) Leadership Conference
· Conference Start Date:  7/20/2014
· Conference End Date:  7/23/2014
· Total Conference Expenses:  $475,245
· Location:  Washington, DC
· Description of How the Conference Advanced ED’s Mission:  This conference supported better outcomes for infants, toddlers, children, and youth with disabilities and their families by providing opportunities for key leaders and partners to interact with Department staff and OSEP-funded technical assistance providers.

· Number of Attendees Whose Travel or Other Conference Expenses Were Paid for By ED:  7
· Total Conference Attendees:  910
6.  Math Science Partnership Annual Conference
· Conference Start Date:  9/29/2014
· Conference End Date:  10/1/2014
· Total Conference Expenses:  $243,420
· Location:  Washington, DC
· Description of How the Conference Advanced ED’s Mission:  This meeting brought together project directors who are currently implementing grants awarded by the Department under the Math Science Partnership program to improve the content knowledge of teachers and the performance of students in the areas of mathematics and science.
· Number of Attendees Whose Travel or Other Conference Expenses Were Paid for By ED:  4
· Total Conference Attendees:  550
7.  Office for Civil Rights Leadership Conference

· Conference Start Date:  9/16/2014
· Conference End Date:  9/17/2014
· Total Conference Expenses:  $107,698
· Location:  Washington, DC
· Description of How the Conference Advanced ED’s Mission:  This two-day meeting brought together all Office for Civil Rights supervisors and managers from 12 regional offices and three headquarters components to share ideas for a communication protocol maximizing staffs’ capacity to effectively communicate about, and act on, civil rights discrimination.
· Number of Attendees Whose Travel or Other Conference Expenses Were Paid for By ED:  90
· Total Conference Attendees:  110
College and Careers
1.  2013 Federal Student Aid (FSA) Fall Conference
· Conference Start Date:  12/3/2013
· Conference End Date:  12/6/2013
· Total Conference Expenses:  $733,825
· Location:  Las Vegas, NV
· Description of How the Conference Advanced ED’s Mission:  In support of FSA's mission to administer the Title IV student aid programs, FSA hosts an annual training program for schools participating in Title IV programs.  Given the growth and size of the Federal student aid programs and recent changes in student aid policies, programs, and procedures, face-to-face, hands-on technical assistance and training are critical to support schools participating in these programs to properly manage taxpayer resources.  The schools in attendance at the 2013 FSA Fall Conference were responsible for disbursing approximately $100 billion in annual Title IV aid.  This represented approximately 70 percent of all aid disbursed last year and on average amounted to approximately $45 million per school in attendance.  The unit cost to train a school charged with annually managing approximately $45 million in taxpayer funds was approximately $337.
· Number of Attendees Whose Travel or Other Conference Expenses Were Paid for By ED:  92
· Total Conference Attendees:  5,872
2.  On the Same Page: Effective Implementation of College- and Career-Ready Standards through Labor-Manangement Collaboration
· Conference Start Date:  2/27/2014
· Conference End Date:  2/28/2014
· Total Conference Expenses:  $287,280.12
· Location:  St. Louis, MO
· Description of How the Conference Advanced ED’s Mission:  The conference builds on an ongoing effort to encourage labor-management collaboration begun in 2010 by the American Association of School Administrators, the American Federation of Teachers, the Council of Chief State School Officers, the Council of the Great City Schools, The Federal Mediation and Conciliation Service, the National Association of School Boards, the National Education Association, and the U.S. Department of Education (the Co-Sponsors).  This conference afforded an opportunity for local or State education teams from across the country to successfully implement College and Career Readiness (CCR) Standards.  The implementation teams had an opportunity to take stock of their current resources and efforts; learn from leading districts and States; plan together; and follow through on their work by returning to their districts and States with clear plans to work together and specific tools they may use enacting those plans.
· Number of Attendees Whose Travel or Other Conference Expenses Were Paid for By ED:  180
· Total Conference Attendees:  225
3.  2014 Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCU) Week Conference
· Conference Start Date:  9/22/2014
· Conference End Date:  9/23/2014
· Total Conference Expenses:  $195,139.88
· Location:  Washington, DC
· Description of How the Conference Advanced ED’s Mission:  This annual conference brought together HBCU Presidents and Chancellors, Members of Congress, academic officers, Federal agency representatives, and HBCU sponsors and partners to focus on building the capacity of HBCUs to advance their respective missions.
· Number of Attendees Whose Travel or Other Conference Expenses Were Paid for By ED:  42
· Total Conference Attendees:  930
Research and Evaluation
1.  NAEP 2013 Reading and Math Report Card Trial Urban District Assessment (TUDA) Coordinator Pre-Release Meeting
· Conference Start Date:  12/3/2013
· Conference End Date:  12/5/2013
· Total Conference Expenses:  $132,280
· Location:  Bethesda, MD
· Description of How the Conference Advanced ED’s Mission:  The workshop provided training and preliminary data access to NAEP State and TUDA Coordinators in preparation for the reporting of the 2013 NAEP results. The workshop contributed to the goal of empowering NAEP State Coordinators to review and develop effective communication strategies at the local level based on their review of 2013 results. The workshop ensured that Coordinators have the most timely and relevant information to assist in their NAEP 2013 reporting.
· Number of Attendees Whose Travel or Other Conference Expenses Were Paid for By ED:  70
· Total Conference Attendees:  80
2.  2014 NAEP Support and Service Center (NSSC) Assessment Literacy Workshop
· Conference Start Date:  3/18/2014
· Conference End Date:  3/20/2014
· Total Conference Expenses:  $156,750
· Location:  Bethesda, MD
· Description of How the Conference Advanced ED’s Mission:  This workshop provided training to NAEP State and TUDA Coordinators on issues related to assessment literacy.  The goal of this workshop was to assist NAEP State and TUDA Coordinators and other State officials to promote understanding among State and local audiences and the general public about NAEP results, NAEP’s relevance to State assessment systems, large-scale assessments, international assessments, college- and career-ready standards and assessments, and factors affecting student academic achievement.
· Number of Attendees Whose Travel or Other Conference Expenses Were Paid for By ED:  75
· Total Conference Attendees:  130
3.  Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS) Coordinator Workshop and State Data Conference
· Conference Start Date:  4/14/2014
· Conference End Date:  4/16/2014
· Total Conference Expenses:  $321,835
· Location:  Washington, DC
· Description of How the Conference Advanced ED’s Mission:  This workshop, conducted by State and system IPEDS coordinators, provided intensive training on understanding and using postsecondary data from the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), as well as upcoming changes to IPEDS results.   The feedback from the training on the proposed survey screens, file uploads, edit parameters, and quality assurance measures indicates that the attendees found the new data elements improve data quality and thus provide for more accurate national statistics on postsecondary education derived from IPEDS.
· Number of Attendees Whose Travel or Other Conference Expenses Were Paid for By ED:  130
· Total Conference Attendees:  175
4.  Investing in Innovation (i3) FY 2014 Project Directors and Evaluators Meeting
· Conference Start Date:  6/12/2014
· Conference End Date:  6/13/2014
· Total Conference Expenses:  $185,970
· Location:  Washington, DC
· Description of How the Conference Advanced ED’s Mission:  This conference focused on  conversations among i3 project directors and staff, Department staff, i3 independent evaluators, and i3 technical assistance evaluation liaisons who are charged with implementing their projects and carrying out high-quality evaluations.  These meetings allowed grantees, as well as evaluators, one-on-one interaction with their assigned i3 program officers at the Department.  A large focus of the FY 2014 project directors and evaluators meeting was dissemination and scaling-up, since the first cohort of i3 grantees was in its third year of i3 projects.
· Number of Attendees Whose Travel or Other Conference Expenses Were Paid for By ED:  7
· Total Conference Attendees:  570
5.  NAEP 2015 Ensuring Data Quality Workshops
· Conference Start Date:  7/22/2014
· Conference End Date:  8/6/2014
· Total Conference Expenses:  $132,680
· Location:  Rockville, MD
· Description of How the Conference Advanced ED’s Mission:  These two-day workshops provided training to NAEP State and TUDA Coordinators for the reporting of the 2015 NAEP results.  The goal was to assist NAEP State and TUDA Coordinators to understand NAEP results, to analyze and prepare NAEP data, and to develop strategies to effectively communicate NAEP results at the local level.
· Number of Attendees Whose Travel or Other Conference Expenses Were Paid for By ED:  95
· Total Conference Attendees:  98
6.  2014 Summer Forum on Education Statistics
· Conference Start Date:  7/28/2014
· Conference End Date:  7/30/2014
· Total Conference Expenses:  $144,760
· Location:  Washington, DC
· Description of How the Conference Advanced ED’s Mission:  This NCES conference provided States, districts, and schools with advice on the collection, maintenance, and use of elementary and secondary education data.  Education researchers, policy makers, and data system managers from States and districts discussed technical and policy issues related to the collection, maintenance, and use of data to improve the quality of education.
· Number of Attendees Whose Travel or Other Conference Expenses Were Paid for By ED:  50
· Total Conference Attendees:  140
7.  EDFacts Coordinators Conference
· Conference Start Date:  7/30/2014
· Conference End Date:  8/1/2014
· Total Conference Expenses:  $133,464
· Location:  Washington, DC
· Description of How the Conference Advanced ED’s Mission:  This meeting brought together State personnel who are responsible for providing K-12 data to the Department (e.g., student achievement data, high school graduation data) to update them on new requirements, policies, and procedures related to their data submissions.  The data are used for planning and policy development, as well as to make management and budget decisions that will improve student outcomes.
· Number of Attendees Whose Travel or Other Conference Expenses Were Paid for By ED:  55
· Total Conference Attendees:  134
� Department programs also provide grant, loan, and work-study assistance to more than 13 million postsecondary students.


� The majority of the Department’s peer review meetings are conducted virtually via teleconference.  The on-site peer review meetings that were held in FY 2014 were conducted in accordance with the program office’s determination that an on-site, face-to-face review was necessary due to the complexity of the application and the review process.
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