
THE U. S. DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION’S EXPENDITURES FOR CONFERENCES WITH EXPENSES IN EXCESS OF $100,000 IN
FISCAL YEAR 2016
INTRODUCTION
The U.S. Department of Education (“Department” or “ED”) continues to maintain strong internal controls to ensure conference expenditures are appropriate, necessary, and prudent in advancing the Department’s mission.  The Department has a number of processes to approve, monitor, and report conference expenditures as required by Memorandum 17-08, which amends Memorandum 12-12, “Promoting Efficient Spending to Support Agency Operations,” which the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) originally issued on May 11, 2012.  This report summarizes FY 2016 conferences with expenses in excess of $100,000 and describes the Department’s efforts to prevent wasteful spending and ensure that the Department remains a responsible steward of public funds, as required by Memorandum 17-08 and Public Law 114-113 (December 18, 2015) (page 91, Sec. 535).   
OVERVIEW
Since FY 2012, the Department has reduced conference expenditures by more than 56 percent.  Over the last three fiscal years, the Department has maintained reported conference expenditures at or below $4.4 million a year.  In FY 2016, the Department sponsored 16 conferences with expenses in excess of $100,000, totaling approximately $4,332,600.  This is a slight increase over FY 2015 but comparable in number and total expenditures to FY 2014.  The annual variability is due primarily to some conferences being held bi-yearly or minor scheduling changes that impact the reporting year for annual conferences.   
The FY 2016 conference expenditures are a minimal, but essential investment in supporting the recipients of Department funds, representing .0063 percent of the Department’s $68.3 billion in discretionary appropriations (including discretionary Pell Grant funding).
  The average cost of these conferences was approximately $272,875, and the median was $222,475, which is within the same range as previous years.  The Department’s primary purpose and focus for conducting in-person conferences is to offer training and technical assistance to non-Federal entities that are responsible for the administration and implementation of Department programs, as well as other non-Federal professionals who are responsible for research and data collections.  The following information presents a summary of FY 2016 conferences; more detailed information on each conference is provided in the Appendix.

Elementary and Secondary Education
· The Department held eight (8) conferences in this area; these conferences accounted for slightly less than 50 percent of the Department’s expenditures on conferences over $100,000.

· Two (2) of these conferences were award programs or recognition ceremonies authorized by statute or Executive Order for outstanding schools, teachers, and students.  
· Four (4) of the conferences provided training or instruction to non-Federal project directors who received competitive grants from the Department.  Project directors were trained on effective grant management, including required reports on annual progress; implementation of rigorous project evaluations; and adherence to Federal cost principles.  Experts provided information to help grantees effectively and efficiently meet their project goals and maximize the impact of their projects.
· The remaining two (2) conferences were dedicated to gaining practical knowledge and commitment from those in the K-12 field who are making a difference in education in their communities.  The conferences highlighted experts who continue to lead change and serve as a resource to ED as we share their successes with those facing challenges in areas these experts have overcome. 
College and Careers
· The Department held one (1) conference in this area; this conference accounted for approximately 18 percent of the Department’s expenditures on conferences over $100,000.  

· The Federal Student Aid (FSA) Annual Training Conference is one component of a larger comprehensive training program for schools participating in the Higher Education Act Title IV programs.  Given the growth and size of the FSA programs and the recent changes in student aid policies, the Department determined that an annual face-to-face, hands-on technical assistance and training conference is critical to support schools participating in these programs. 

Research and Evaluation
· The Department held seven (7) conferences in this area; they accounted for approximately 32 percent of the Department's expenditures on conferences over $100,000.

· These conferences focused on improving the quality of the required data collections for the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) and other data collections, training external researchers in specialized research and evaluation methodologies, or providing opportunities for technical assistance, professional development, and networking among grantees and contractors funded by the Department.

ONGOING EFFORTS TO MINIMIZE CONFERENCE SPENDING
To ensure efficient use of resources by minimizing conference spending, offices throughout the Department utilize a wide variety of available technologies 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 substantially reduced conference-related expenditures since FY 2012. 

The Department also continued to maintain a robust ability to track conference data and expenditures through its Data Site.  The Data Site collects information required for this annual OMB report and the routine reporting to the Department’s Inspector General (described in Section 535 of Title V of Division H of the Consolidated and Further Continuing Appropriations Act, 2016, Public Law 114-113).  Department staff is trained to enter information about planned conferences into the Data Site and to track the progress of the 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 Department’s staff uses the Data Site to examine conference-related expenditures, ensure consistency in the approval process, and provide information that may be helpful in identifying other cost-saving opportunities.  

PROCESS TO REVIEW AND AWARD CONFERENCE RELATED CONTRACTS AND EXPENSES
Unless otherwise authorized by statute or regulation, all contracts that include conference requirements conducted on behalf of the Department are competitively awarded.  Contracts that include conference requirements can be categorized into two groups:  (1) the objective of the resulting contract award is to receive the services necessary to conduct the conference(s), and no other services are to be provided; and (2) the objective of the resulting contract award is to receive other services/deliverables in addition to conference services, and conference services are secondary to the contract’s overall objective.  In general, most of ED’s contracts for conference services are the latter type in which conference services are secondary to the contract’s overall objective.  An example is a contract to provide technical assistance to project directors who are awarded discretionary grants from the Department.  The purpose of such a contract is to support project directors in fulfilling the objectives of the program and to ensure they follow performance reporting and other requirements of their grants.  In order to meet these needs, face-to-face meetings with the project directors may be necessary and included in the contract.  The expenses for such conferences are relatively small compared to the total technical assistance costs that include contractor labor costs for subject matter expertise and site visits.
Regardless of the contract’s main objective, an evaluation of each proposal is conducted to review the reasonableness of the proposed cost(s)/price(s) of all conference and meeting expenses (e.g., travel costs, meeting space, Internet fees, audio-visual costs, and the cost of the contractor to support the meeting).  If during this evaluation it is determined that the proposed cost(s)/price(s) are not reasonable, the Department will conduct negotiations in order to address any concerns prior to making an award decision.  It is noted that there may be other considerations that impact costs that must be addressed.  For example, the Federal Student Aid’s annual training conference is attended by more than 5,000 persons from across the country.  There are a limited number of venues that can host such a large event.  Therefore, the sizes of the facility, as well as cost saving incentives that can be actualized, are key considerations.

After a contract is awarded, for any conference that requires meeting space outside of the Department, a second review is completed prior to authorizing the contractor to secure meeting space for the conference (i.e., sign a hotel contract for the meeting space).  During this review, the contracting officer (CO), as well as an office of Department staff with specialized experience and certifications in government meeting planning, reviews the proposed hotel contract to ensure the best value is obtained on behalf of the government in terms of concessions, discounts, and cancellation fees.
APPENDIX
U.S. DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION’S EXPENDITURES FOR CONFERENCES
IN FY 2016
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 staffs 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.  We reviewed these events to ensure that costs were reasonable and necessary, but we are not reporting them here.

Detailed information on the 16 Department-sponsored conferences with expenses exceeding $100,000 that were held in FY 2016 and the waiver for the conference with expenses exceeding $500,000 is provided as a separate attachment.  Total conference expenses include all conference-related expenditures (e.g., meeting space rental fees, conference contractor labor, materials production, and non-Federal travel expenses).  As required by the Consolidated and Further Continuing Appropriations Act, 2016, the approximate costs for food and beverage
, employee and/or contractor travel to and from the conference, and audio-visual expenses are included in the totals.
Elementary and Secondary Education
1.    National Blue Ribbon Schools Recognition Ceremony
· Conference Start Date:  11/9/2015 
· Conference End Date:  11/10/2015
· Total Conference Expenses:  $229,350
Food and Beverage:  $78,150

Audio-Visual:  $70,000

Employee Travel:  $0

Contractor Travel:  $6,000

· Location:  Arlington, VA
· 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.  The FY 2016 annual awards ceremony was attended by principals and teachers from across the country.
· Number of Non-Federal Attendees Whose Travel or Other Conference Expenses Were Paid for By ED:  3 
· Total Conference Attendees:  970

2.    Our Students Our Leaders Conference
· Conference Start Date:  01/27/2016
· Conference End Date:  01/30/2016
· Total Conference Expenses:  $139,900
Food and Beverage:  $22,340

Audio-Visual:  $10,000

Employee Travel:  $0

Contractor Travel:  $0
· Location:  Washington, DC
· Description of How the Conference Advanced ED’s Mission:  This conference promoted diverse leadership, contributing toward ED's mission of fostering educational excellence and ensuring equal access.
· Number of Non-Federal Attendees Whose Travel or Other Conference Expenses Were Paid for By ED:  60

· Total Conference Attendees:  140
3.    Mathematics and Science Partnerships State Coordinators and Project Directors Meeting
· Conference Start Date:  3/01/2016
· Conference End Date:  3/02/2016
· Total Conference Expenses:  $232,500 
Food and Beverage:  $0

Audio-Visual:  $28,400

Employee Travel:  $0

Contractor Travel:  $8,100
· Location:  Washington, DC
· Description of How the Conference Advanced ED’s Mission:  This annual conference convened about 600 practitioners in math and science education from every State in the nation.  Attendees are recipients of ED funds that support partnerships of institutions of higher education and high-need LEAs.  The purpose of the partnerships is to provide professional development to teachers and support for mathematics and science learning.  There are over 500 partnerships, and they are in every State in the nation.  In addition, the conference included representatives from Federal agencies that have a significant portfolio of math and science education programs. 
· Number of Non-Federal Attendees Whose Travel or Other Conference Expenses Were Paid for By ED:  2
· Total Conference Attendees:  625
4.  
Every Student, Every Day National Conference:  Eliminating Chronic Absenteeism by Implementing and Strengthening Cross-Sector Systems of Support for All Students 
· Conference Start Date:  06/09/2016
· Conference End Date:  06/10/2016
· Total Conference Expenses:  $247,000
Food and Beverage:  $72,000

Audio-Visual:  $54,000

Employee Travel:  $0

Contractor Travel:  $0

· Location:  Arlington, VA
· Description of How the Conference Advanced ED’s Mission:  The Every Student, Every Day (ESED) National Conference promoted the importance of equity and ensuring positive educational and life outcomes for students who are chronically absent from school and at-risk of falling behind and dropping out.  State teams from across the country collaborated and learned best practices for building high-quality and reliable cross-sector systems of supports to ensure that families can support their children to succeed in school and graduate from high school with the ability to pursue their postsecondary and career aspirations.  State teams participated in the launch of a nationwide, sustainable community of practice that is organized to carry on the work of addressing and eliminating chronic absenteeism during the 2016-17 school year and beyond.

· Number of Non-Federal Attendees Whose Travel or Other Conference Expenses Were Paid for By ED:  60

· Total Conference Attendees:  450
5.    U.S Presidential Scholars National Recognition Program
· Conference Start Date:  6/19/2016
· Conference End Date:  6/21/2016
· Total Conference Expenses:  $215,600 
Food and Beverage:  $0

Audio-Visual:  $13,050

Employee Travel:  $0

Contractor Travel:  $0
· Location:  Washington, DC
· Description of How the Conference Advanced ED’s Mission:  This annual 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 161 students are named as Presidential Scholars by ED.  It is one of the nation’s highest honors for graduating high school seniors.
· Number of Non-Federal Attendees Whose Travel or Other Conference Expenses Were Paid for By ED:  175
· Total Conference Attendees:  223
6.    21st Century Community Learning Centers Summer Institute 

· Conference Start Date:  7/19/2016
· Conference End Date:  7/21/2016
· Total Conference Expenses:  $481,000
Food and Beverage:  $0

Audio-Visual:  $123,355

Employee Travel:  $6,850

Contractor Travel:  $19,870
· Location:  Phoenix, AZ
· Description of How the Conference Advanced ED’s Mission:  This conference provided critical information, technical assistance, and professional learning for approximately 1,200 local and State individuals who work in afterschool enrichment programs supported by the 21st Century Community Learning Centers formula grant program.  There are over 5,000 subgrantees in all 54 States and territories operating nearly 10,000 different afterschool programs providing services to over one million disadvantages students and youth.

· Number of Non-Federal Attendees Whose Travel or Other Conference Expenses Were Paid for By ED:  0
· Total Conference Attendees:  1,260
7.    Office of Special Education Programs (OSEP) Project Directors’ Conference
· Conference Start Date:  8/01/2016
· Conference End Date:  8/03/2016
· Total Conference Expenses:  $464,750
Food and Beverage:  $0

Audio-Visual:  $126,600

Employee Travel:  $0

Contractor Travel:  $0
· Location:  Washington, DC
· Description of How the Conference Advanced ED’s Mission:  This conference encouraged  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 ED-funded technical assistance providers.

· Number of Non-Federal Attendees Whose Travel or Other Conference Expenses Were Paid for By ED:  0
· Total Conference Attendees:  940
8.    Magnet Schools Assistance Program Project Director’s Meeting
· Conference Start Date:  11/09/2016
· Conference End Date:  11/10/2016
· Total Conference Expenses:  $132,450
Food and Beverage:  $0

Audio-Visual:  $18,900

Employee Travel:  $0

Contractor Travel:  $320
· Location:  Washington, DC
· Description of How the Conference Advanced ED’s Mission:  The Magnet Schools Assistance Program (MSAP) Project Director’s Meeting enabled the MSAP office to fulfill ED's mission.  The conference helps to support magnet school programs in implementing efforts that promote student achievement and global competitiveness through unique themes to attract and equip diverse students around the country.

· Number of Non-Federal Attendees Whose Travel or Other Conference Expenses Were Paid for By ED:  0
· Total Conference Attendees:  280
College and Careers
1.    Federal Student Aid (FSA) Training Conference for Financial Aid Professionals
· Conference Start Date:  12/1/2015
· Conference End Date:  12/4/2015
· Total Conference Expenses:  $804,900

Food and Beverage:  $0

Audio-Visual:  $400,000

Employee Travel:  $202,500 (represents 133 ED employees in work status)

Contractor Travel:  $5,615
· 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 2015 FSA Training were responsible for disbursing approximately over $100 billion in annual Title IV aid.  This represented approximately 77 percent of all aid disbursed last year and on average amounted to approximately $43 million per school in attendance.  The unit cost to train a school charged with annually managing approximately $43 million in taxpayer funds was approximately $351 per school.
· Number of Attendees Whose Travel or Other Conference Expenses Were Paid for By ED:  133
· Total Conference Attendees:  6,470
Research and Evaluation
1. National Assesssment of Educational Progress (NAEP) Support and Service Center  (NSSC) NAEP Tribal Urban District Assessment (TUDA) Mathmathetics and Reading Pre-Release Workshop

· Conference Start Date:  10/20/2015
· Conference End Date:  10/22/2015
· Total Conference Expenses:  $153,450
Food and Beverage:  $0

Audio-Visual:  $11,400

Employee Travel:  $0

Contractor Travel:  $9,170
· Location:  Gaithersburg, MD
· Description of How the Conference Advanced ED’s Mission:  The workshop provided training and preliminary data access to representatives of 21 large urban districts participating in the Trial Urban District Assessment (TUDA) in preparation for the reporting of the 2015 NAEP TUDA results.  The workshop contributed to the goal of empowering NAEP TUDA Coordinators and other high-level district representatives to review and develop effective communication strategies at the district level based on their review of 2015 results.  The workshop ensured that Coordinators had the most timely and relevant information to assist in the reporting of the 2015 NAEP.
· Number of Non-Federal Attendees Whose Travel or Other Conference Expenses Were Paid for By ED:  110
· Total Conference Attendees:  120
2.  National Center for Education Research and National Center for Special Education Research Principal Investigators Conference

· Conference Start Date:  12/10/2015
· Conference End Date:  12/11/2015
· Total Conference Expenses:  $375,410
Food and Beverage:  $0

Audio-Visual:  $87,425

Employee Travel:  $0

Contractor Travel:  $505
· Location:  Washington, DC
· Description of How the Conference Advanced ED’s Mission:  The Principal Investigators (PI) Conference provides opportunities for senior ED staff, Institute of Education Sciences (IES) funded grantees, and Small Business Innovation Research (SBIR) contractors to share information and discuss the mission, work, accomplishments, and research that meet the goals and priorities of IES and ED.  The annual in-person conference allows for in-depth conversations among ED staff, IES staff, and PIs to address challenges and solutions in the field of education research and practice.  It also provides IES program officers an opportunity to engage in grant monitoring and provide oversight on a regular basis with the PIs whose projects they monitor.
· Number of Non-Federal Attendees Whose Travel or Other Conference Expenses Were Paid for By ED:  6
· Total Conference Attendees:  645

3. 
NAEP State and Trial Urban District Assessment (TUDA) Coordinator Literacy Training 
· Conference Start Date:  3/15/2016
· Conference End Date:  3/17/2016
· Total Conference Expenses:  $168,000
Food and Beverage:  $0

Audio-Visual:  $14,890

Employee Travel:  $0

Contractor Travel:  $6,400
· Location:  Gaithersburg, MD
· Description of How the Conference Advanced ED’s Mission:  The workshop provided training to NAEP State and TUDA Coordinators on relevant and timely issues related to assessment literacy.  The workshop contributed to the goal of empowering NAEP State and TUDA Coordinators to promote understanding among various State and local audiences and the general public about NAEP and its relevance to State assessment systems, large-scale assessments, international assessments, Common Core standards and assessments, and factors affecting achievement.  The workshop also enhanced Coordinators’ understanding of NAEP sampling and data collection policies and procedures, analysis and reporting tools and strategies, and outreach and dissemination approaches and resources.  The workshop ensured that Coordinators have the most timely and relevant information in the field of assessment.  

· Number of Non-Federal Attendees Whose Travel or Other Conference Expenses Were Paid for By ED:  70
· Total Conference Attendees:  80
4.
Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS) Coordintator Workshop and State Data Conference 

· Conference Start Date:  4/25/2016
· Conference End Date:  4/27/2016
· Total Conference Expenses:  $203,450
Food and Beverage:  $0

Audio-Visual:  $22,780

       Employee Travel:  $0

Contractor Travel:  $140
· Location:  Arlington, VA
· 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 Non-Federal Attendees Whose Travel or Other Conference Expenses Were Paid for By ED:  90
· Total Conference Attendees:  175
5.    Investing in Innovation (i3) FY 2015 Project Directors Meeting
· Conference Start Date:  7/11/2016
· Conference End Date:  7/12/2016
· Total Conference Expenses:  $249,200
Food and Beverage:  $0

Audio-Visual:  $110,000

Employee Travel:  $0

Contractor Travel:  $245
· Location:  Washington, DC
· Description of How the Conference Advanced ED’s Mission:  The purpose of this meeting was to promote information sharing among i3 grantees, highlight best practices, and allow for sharing with the public.  The 2016 i3 Project Director’s Meeting focused on technical assistance to support implementation of funded projects and to help ensure compliance; evaluation through inquiry to encourage continuous program improvement; and networking among the 2011, 2012, 2013, and 2014 i3 grantees and the new 2015 i3 grantees.  Networking included sharing innovative approaches to education, discussing how to maintain sustainability, and highlighting best practices.  Lastly, the meeting created a forum for grantees to share their projects, results, products, and logic models with the general public. 

· Number of Non-Federal Attendees Whose Travel or Other Conference Expenses Were Paid for By ED:  5
· Total Conference Attendees:  600
6.  
Summer Forum on Education Statistics
· Conference Start Date:  7/18/2016
· Conference End Date:  7/20/2016
· Total Conference Expenses:  $117,825
Food and Beverage:  $0

Audio-Visual:  $12,000

Employee Travel:  $0

Contractor Travel:  $6,400
· Location:  Washington, DC
· Description of How the Conference Advanced ED’s Mission:  This National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) conference provided States, districts, and schools with advice on the collection, maintenance, and use of elementary and secondary education data.  Education researchers, policymakers, 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 Non-Federal Attendees Whose Travel or Other Conference Expenses Were Paid for By ED:  45
· Total Conference Attendees:  155
7.
NAEP State Coordinator Ensuring Data Quality Workshops
· Conference Start Date:  7/19/2016
· Conference End Date:  8/2/2016
· Total Conference Expenses:  $117,825
Food and Beverage:  $0

Audio-Visual:  $12,000

Employee Travel:  $0

Contractor Travel:  $0
· Location:  Rockville, MD
· Description of How the Conference Advanced ED’s Mission:  These workshops provided training to NAEP State and TUDA Coordinators on their operational and quality assurance responsibilities that are critical to administering NAEP in 2017 and ensuring the quality of the data that NAEP provides.  Through guided trainings and hands-on-exercises, the workshops familiarized Coordinators with the NAEP 2017 systems and processes and prepared Coordinators for the pivotal role they will play in data collection and quality assurance.  Sessions were customized to meet the special needs of each State and TUDA district.  The workshops are conducted every two years. 
· Number of Non-Federal Attendees Whose Travel or Other Conference Expenses Were Paid for By ED:  45 
· Total Conference Attendees:  155
� 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.  On-site peer review meetings were conducted in limited instances where a program office determined that an on-site, face-to-face review was necessary due to the complexity of the applications and the review process.


� Gift/sponsored funds from ED approved non-Federal donors were used for all listed food and beverage expenses, with the exception of a portion of the food and beverages purchased for the ceremony luncheon during the 2015 (FY 2016) National Blue Ribbon Schools Recognition Ceremony.
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