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Monday, March 17, 2010
Coordinator:
Welcome and thank you for standing by. At this time all participants are in a listen-only mode. During the question and answer session, press star 1 on your phone. Today’s conference is being recorded. If you have any objections, you may disconnect at this time. Now I would like to turn the meeting over to Press Secretary at the United States Department of Education, Mr. Justin Hamilton. You may begin.

Justin Hamilton:
Thank you operator and good afternoon everyone. We’re honored to be joined by Ben Jealous, the president and CEO of the NAACP as well as Richard Lapchick of the Institute for Diversity & Ethics in Sport at the University of Central Florida.


Just very quickly, Secretary Duncan will give some brief opening...
Man:
(Unintelligible).

Justin Hamilton:
Oh, I’m sorry. Richard, my mistake, will give some brief opening remarks at which point Secretary Duncan will follow that and then Ben Jealous from the NAACP. Then we’ll open it up for Q&A. So with that, Richard, take it away.

Richard Lapchick:
Thank you very much Justin. And I appreciate everybody taking the time today. As most of you probably know, the Institute for Diversity & Ethics in Sports at the University of Central Florida this week released two studies on the men’s and women’s basketball teams that are in the NCAA tournament this year looking at both their academic progress rates and their graduation success rates.


The study compares the academic performance of both male and female basketball student athletes and of African-American and white basketball student athletes.


I want to start by saying there was a lot of good news in the study. Nineteen women’s teams had 100 percent graduation rate; 84 percent of white male basketball players graduated, up 6 percent from the year before; 56 percent of African-American males, up 2 percent; 90 percent of white female basketball players graduated, up 1 percent; and 78 percent of African-American females who are basketball players graduated, up 3 percent.


Basketball players it should be noted graduate at a higher rate than non-athletes no matter what race or gender their background is. And I think a lot of this has to do with the reforms that Myles Brand instituted that now allow finally for penalties for schools that do not graduate their student athletes.

The question for me and I think for Secretary Duncan and for Ben Jealous is do these things go far enough? Because one of the most troubling things for me in doing the study every year is the continuing persistent gap between the graduation rates of African-American and white student athletes.

These gaps are 28 percent among the male basketball players, which actually increased by 4 percent and 12 percent among female student athletes who are white and African-American, a gap that narrowed by 4 percent which is good news but still both of those two gaps are far too large. And the academic - there were eight women’s tournament teams this year and 28 men’s teams that had at least a 30 percent gap between the graduation rates of their white and African-American basketball student athletes. And 14 women’s teams and 37 men’s teams had at least a 20 percent gap.

There’s also a tremendous gap between male and female student athletes in the two respective tournaments -- 94 percent of the women’s teams graduated at least 50 percent of their basketball student athletes compared to 69 percent of the men’s teams -- 92 percent of the women’s teams furthermore graduated 70 percent - excuse me, 60 percent of their student athletes whereas only 58 percent of the men’s teams did.


In the category that I think Secretary Duncan is going to be talking about shortly, 5 percent of the women’s teams but 19 percent of the men’s teams graduated less than 40 percent of their student athletes. I think a lot of this has had to do with the phenomenon of young African-American men in particular dreaming the dream that they’re going to be able to play professional basketball whereas those opportunities only recently started for women who have been trained historically much more than men to balance academics and athletics.

And I think one deception that sport has always held out there especially, for African-American young men, is that sports may be the way out, an illusion that dispels the fact that it’s actually easier for an African-American basketball player in high school to become a doctor or an attorney than it is for them to make it to the NBA.

I think that one of the reasons that I was so pleased when Secretary Duncan became secretary is he had such a deep understanding of the additional problem that urban school systems have in graduating student athletes who might not be as prepared as schools that come from other districts where the funding is greater, where the resources are greater and often many of the affected teachers have fled some of those inner-city schools.

But I think there was a bit of news - a piece of news this week that came out of Secretary Duncan’s old town where he was superintendent of the schools and that is that the Urban Prep Academy which is all male, all African-American in Chicago had 107 seniors graduate - will have 107 seniors graduate this year and every one of them has been accepted into college. So it’s obvious if we get a formula that this can be done. Thank you very much.

Arne Duncan:
Thank you so much, Richard. I just want to thank you for tirelessly and honestly examining questions about equity and diversity in college sports even when frankly others have been reluctant to do so and you’ve just been an absolute champion on this issue. And Ben Jealous at the NAACP I want to thank you so much for your leadership.


As Richard said there’s a lot to welcome but also a lot to be concerned about in his most recent study. Intercollegiate sports and NCAA competition have had a powerful influence on my life and that of my family. My father was a faculty representative to the NCAA at the University of Chicago for more than a quarter of a century. Both my sister and I were lucky enough to play college basketball.


When sports are done right, when priorities are in order, there’s no better place to teach invaluable life lessons than on the playing field or court. I’m convinced college sports along with the military are arguably among the most important and largest developers of future leaders in our country. Discipline, selflessness, resilience, passion, courage, those are all going to be on display this week in the NCAA tournaments.


But I’ll tell you something else I learned from personal experience. Growing up as a kid that loved basketball on the south side of Chicago I got to see the best that college sports had to offer and unfortunately the worst. I played with inner-city players who had been used and dumped by their university. They had nothing to show for the victories and the revenues they had brought to their school. When the ball stopped bouncing for them they struggled to find work, had difficult lives and some died early.


The dividing line for success was between those who went to college and got their degrees and those who did not. And so I’m speaking out today about the low graduation rates of some men’s basketball teams because intercollegiate athletics and an education are both essential and both have to go hand in hand.


As Richard mentioned, the good news is that graduation rates of basketball players overall are rising and that basketball players still have a slight edge over non-athletes when it comes to finishing college. The reforms that Myles Brand instituted as head of the NCAA have put an end to the days where basketball programs could go years on end without graduating a single African-American basketball player.

We also know that playing college basketball doesn’t have to be a ticket to dropping out. Look at the record of women players. Black and white female ball players have very high graduation rates. Nearly 80 percent of black female players in NCAA tournament teams graduate, as do 90 percent of white females.


But there are troubling findings in Richard’s analysis about programs where priorities have not been in order. One out of five men’s teams in the NCAA tournament has graduated less than 40 percent of their players in recent years. And if you can’t manage to graduate two out of five players, how serious are the institution and the coach about their players’ academic success? How are they preparing student athletes for life?


The graduation rates of African-American ball players on some men’s teams are shockingly low. Five teams graduate 20 percent, one in five or less, of their African-American players. Two teams six years later graduated zero percent of their black ball players who entered between 1999 and 2002.


It can be a challenge to raise graduation rates for players who come from high poverty high schools and families where no one has attended college but that is not an adequate excuse. You can’t just round up the usual suspects to explain away the poor record of some programs.


Recall that Richard Lapchick’s studies use the NCAA graduation success metrics which does not penalize the school for players who transfer or leave early to go to the NBA as long as they’re in good academic standing. Low graduation rates that we cite here aren’t one-year flukes either. The NCAA graduation rates are based on four years of graduation rates for entering classes.


Most telling perhaps is the enormous variation from one men’s program to another. Seven men’s teams in this year’s tournament graduate 100 percent of their players, black and white. At the other end of the spectrum by contrast, nine teams have a discrepancy of 60 percentage points or more in graduation rates between their white and black players.


You cannot tell me that these discrepancies that large are unrelated to a program’s practices and the institutions fundamental priorities. And it doesn’t take an elite university like a Duke or a Georgetown or Notre Dame to have a high graduation rate.

In this year’s tournament, Ohio, Oakland, Oklahoma State, Siena and Xavier all graduate more than 80 percent of their men’s players. What we need are more athletic administrators like Sister Rose Ann Fleming at Xavier. Sister Fleming is a 77-year-old academic advisor who literally goes knocking on players’ doors to make sure they’re keeping up with their assignments. Since she became the academic advisor at Xavier in 1985, every men’s basketball player who played as a senior has left with a diploma, every single one.


We need more coaches like Eddie Robinson, the legendary football coach at Grambling, who used to walk through the dorm banging on a cowbell before dawn to get his players up and out to class. Many of his players came from poverty communities. Eighty percent - over decades of coaching, 80 percent of Eddie Robinson’s players graduated.


In 2001 the Knight Commission on Intercollegiate Athletics proposed that teams should be ineligible for post-season play if they fail to graduate at least 50 percent of their athletes. Since then colleges have absolutely made progress in boosting graduation rates but that progress is not nearly enough.


I want to reiterate my proposal to the NCAA that teams that fail to graduate 40 percent of their players should be ineligible for post-season competition. Frankly that’s a low bar and not that many teams would be ineligible. Over time I think we should set a higher bar. But it is a minimum, a bright line which every program should meet to vie for post-season honors.


In this year’s NCAA tournament, 12 men’s teams have graduation rates below 40 percent as do three women’s teams. Not a single team out of the 68 FBS football teams that played at bowl games this past year had a graduation rate below 40 percent, not one. Institute a minimum of a 40 percent graduation rate for post-season play, and I predict to you that you’ll see men’s basketball teams suddenly improve their academic outcomes.

My father taught me a long time ago that a university has a dual mission, to educate its students and to prepare them for life. If a college fails to educate all of its students, then that university has failed its mission. It’s time to start holding coaches and institutions more accountable for the academic outcomes of their athletes.


Thank you and I’d now like to turn it over to the President and CEO of the NAACP, Ben Jealous.

Ben Jealous:
Thank you Secretary Duncan and thank you Professor Lapchick for your great work. I would like to start by really giving praise to Secretary Duncan and to President Obama for taking this issue seriously. These are two men who love the game and who prove that people who lead on the court can lead the country.


This issue - I would also like to thank them for zeroing in on the disparity, on the racial disparities. It should be of concern to the entire country that a school like UNLV can graduate 100 percent of its white players but 13 percent of its black players or a school that -- Kentucky can graduate 100 percent of its white players but 18 percent of its black players.


This issue, these disparities and the general mistreatment of some colleges of their athletes, you know, this notion that we can invest in you as a superstar on the court but tolerate you being a benchwarmer with the books has been a priority for the NAACP since 1974. We have had during those years a good and productive relationship with the NCAA and we’ve seen real change.


I spoke to their president, Jim Isch, today and we talked about the progress that we made and we also agreed that at many colleges more progress needs to be made more quickly. The reality is that black student athletes start with a head start, that black student athletes as a whole do better than black students in general as far as college completion.


So when you see a school like a Cal or the Terps -- if you see a team like the Terps who graduate zero percent of their black players, we need to understand that they started off with a head start and they’ve fallen way behind. The -- we are prepared to step up and to work diligently, and I have committed myself personally to work with Secretary Duncan and to work with President Isch of the NAACP - excuse me, of the NCAA -- to ensure that we see progress made more quickly, both progress with regards to student athletes as a whole and to closing these disparities.

The reality is that we as a country cannot afford to just sit on the sidelines while some of our colleges are graduating less than 40 percent of their players and some schools find a way to graduate 100 percent of one group and less than 20 percent of another.


And with that I close my remarks. Thank you.

Justin Hamilton:
All right, operator, we’re ready to move to Q&A.

Coordinator:
Thank you. If you would like to ask a question, it’s star 1 and you’ll be prompted to record your name. Once again, that’s star 1. To withdraw your request, it’s star 2. One moment please for the first question.

And the first question comes from Michael Aronson with the Daily News. Your line is open.
Michael Aronson:
Yes, gentlemen, thank you. Secretary Duncan, according to your standard, Kentucky, one of the No. 1 seeds in this year’s tournament should not be there. Is that what you think even though Mr. Obama picked it as one of his favorites?

Arne Duncan:
Again, we’re not talking about the talent on the team. I’m sure there’s tremendous talent on the team. What we’re talking about is graduation rates.
Michael Aronson:
So you would not have Kentucky play this year, is that correct?

Arne Duncan:
Well, I think obviously Kentucky is playing this year. What we’re proposing is going forward that the NCAA raise the standards, raise the bar in terms of, and this is our proposal, that there be some minimum requirements for teams to compete in post-season tournaments. And again, I think if a university can’t have two out of five of their student athletes graduate, I don’t know why we’re rewarding them with post-season play.

Michael Aronson:
Okay. Thank you.

Coordinator:
And the next question comes from (Kate Balduan) from CNN. Your line is open.

Kate Balduan:
Hi Secretary Duncan and thank you all for having this call. So your proposal, Secretary Duncan, about not allowing for post-season play decided by their graduation rates, what can the Department of Education do to either incentivize schools to do that or, you know, or can the Department make some rules and actually lay down the law when it comes to this?

Arne Duncan:
What we’re really trying to do is raise awareness. And again, Richard Lapchick has been working on this for years and has really been a champion on this. Having Ben Jealous and the NAACP step up and again create greater awareness. Ultimately this is obviously - these schools - this is a part of the NCAA’s guidelines and bylaws and so what we’re doing, you know, it’s a proposal to the NCAA and I went and spoke before their national convention a couple months ago and conveyed these same ideas. And so we just want to encourage them to really think this thing through.

You know, this is not a, you know, we’re not going to legislate this thing. It’s not a federal mandate but (just from) personal (quite frankly) and again I grew up with too many players who had - who played on very successful teams who no one frankly cared about their educational well-being. And when their playing careers were done they struggled. And that’s something that’s stuck with me since I was a little boy. And it doesn’t have to be that way.


Again, we have so many examples of success. We have so many extraordinary schools doing the right thing year after year after year and it’s simply because there’s an institutional commitment. They value their student athletes to get an education.


So when we have so many examples of success, the question I have is, why do we tolerate that handful, again there’s a relatively small number of teams, but why do we tolerate those handful of situations where clearly there’s not that commitment to academic success? We’re trying to prepare students for life -- not just to get W's on the court.

Coordinator:
And our next question comes from Eric Gorski with the Associated Press. Your line is open.

Eric Gorski:
Thank you. Secretary Duncan, a question. The NCAA will say that they share your concern about the low graduation rates at some of these schools but if you say use this year’s study from Professor Lapchick, you’d be basically looking at students who entered several years ago. Another concern is that by instituting a ban on a team now that you’re penalizing student athletes who are playing now for kind of the academic shortcomings of some other predecessors and that’s unfair. And I’d also like to respond to that.

And also the NCAA has this formula called the Academic Progress Rate and I’m wondering if that might be a solution if you don’t think that that goes far enough.

Arne Duncan:
Well I think APR is a part of the solution. Again, Myles Brand I think, he’s a hero of mine, did extraordinary work in his time leading the NCAA. I think it doesn’t go far enough though. Again, what everyone’s playing for is the post-season opportunity and I think that’s the prize. And if we are a little more thoughtful about who has a chance to compete for that prize I think you’ll see significant changes in behavior.

I’m not wedded to any - you know, I’m not the expert on how you calculate these things, we’re just simply using the NCAA’s calculation. If they had a different calculation that was fair and honest and transparent, I’d be open to that. So it’s not really about debating the data. There’s probably many ways to cut it and if there’s a better way to cut it, I’m open on that.


This is what I think schools wanted was again taking out transfers, taking out kids going on to the NBA. This wasn’t a four-year rate, it wasn’t a five-year rate, it was a six-year rate, trying to give schools the benefit of the doubt. But if there’s a better way to calculate the data again that’s fair and open and transparent, I’m more than open to it. That’s not the issue here.


The issue is that we have some institutions that are committed to graduating their student athletes and you have other institutions that aren’t. And those disparities that Ben Jealous talked about are disturbing.

Coordinator:
Once again, to ask a question it’s star 1. Star 1 to ask a question. And to withdraw your request it’s star 2. The next question is from Tim Blank of USA Today. Your line is open.
Tim Blank:
Gentlemen, thanks for taking the time. I wanted to ask in relation, you did claim that the rates would not include people that left school early to go play professional basketball, that is correct?

Arne Duncan:
Yes. Richard, do you want to talk to the methodology?

Richard Lapchick:
Sure. They do not include - anybody who left in good academic standing does not count against the graduation rate. We used to use something called the Federal Graduation Rate which I always thought was unfair because it did count those people against the school and it also never counted somebody who transferred into the school and graduated. That’s now accounted for in the Graduation Success Rate. So those two negative factors have been balanced by the adoption of the GSR.

Coordinator:
The next question comes from Josh Greenman of the New York Daily News. Your line is open.

Josh Greenman:
Hi. Thanks very much. How do you ensure that this doesn’t create kind of a race to the bottom for standards where if you set an arbitrary 40 percent or set a 40 percent cutoff that schools wouldn’t simply deem students graduated in order to ensure that they get to play?

Arne Duncan:
Again I - first of all this is all about integrity. And I’m always a firm believer that when you raise the bar, when you raise expectations, people rise to that. And again, I don’t think Xavier is dumbing down standards, I think they’re just working very hard and taking this seriously. I’m convinced if you had a clear bar - I’m absolutely convinced if you had a clear bar that graduation rates would rise over time.


And again, so many - the majority - even though the vast majority of schools are doing this the right way today, it’s those handful of schools that aren’t. I keep going back with so many examples of success, why do we tolerate failure? That’s the part that I fail to understand.

Ben Jealous:
And what this comes down to, and I think all of us who played sports in college know this, that student athletes rise to the bar that you set for them. They rise to the expectations of their coaches. When you see these sorts of disparities, when you see these sorts of low numbers, what you see is a problem at a college where the coach quite frankly is not setting the bar high enough, he’s not setting the expectations high enough. This is about a race to the top.

Richard Lapchick:
And one thing that should be noted I think that wasn’t in the report but in preparing for tonight, the schools that Secretary Duncan is talking about that have below 40 percent actually had this particular measure as opposed to the last time we did the study was worse than the last time. So it’s not something that’s necessarily new for these schools but a persistent problem in not all of them but many of them.

((Crosstalk))

Richard Lapchick:
And if you look at the APR rates which are in the study, you’ll see that there is not too much disparity between the schools that have the below the 925 APR rate and have a low graduation rate.

Coordinator:
And the next question comes from David Moltz of Inside Higher Education. Your line is open.
David Moltz:
Thanks for the time. Two questions for the secretary. Secretary Duncan, I was at the convention down in Atlanta. I’m noticing that your comments are pretty much word for word of what you said down there. I know the goal is to sort of put more pressure on the NCAA. Have you heard a little bit more from them in the past three months?

And also keep in mind that the APR already has banned three teams from post-season play, UT Chattanooga, Jacksonville State and Centenary College because of their low APRs, two football squads and a basketball squad. So there’s already something in place to ban teams that have low APRs, I’m sort of curious why you think we need another one.

Arne Duncan:
Well again, I absolutely agree it’s been a step in the right direction and some of the reforms that Myles Brand put in place were just hugely important. But again, I would just challenge you, why when you have discrepancies between white and black graduation rates within teams of 60 percent to 70 percent, why when you have schools where one or less than one in five African-American players are graduating, why is that okay? And why do we want to make excuses for that? And particularly why is that okay and why do we make excuses when so many other schools are doing this with extraordinary integrity?

So yes, APR has been a step in the right direction but we need to make sure that we continue to focus on outcomes and graduation rates.
Coordinator:
Once again to ask a question it is star 1. Star 1 to ask a question and star 2 to withdraw your request. The next question comes from (Matthew Kaznell) of the Duquesne Student Newspaper. Your line is open.

(Matthew Kaznell):
Hi. Thank you for giving us your time today. Secretary Duncan, your proposal has the arbitrary 40 percent that you’ve set for just graduation rates in general. Do you have anything in your proposal that would specifically remedy the large gaps in white and black graduation rates that you’ve mentioned in this conference?

Arne Duncan:
Again, we’re trying to take the aggregate number for that team and if we think with a number there that that would lead to those gaps closing. So I think we have a floor there and again this is a floor, this is not a ceiling. I said frankly this is a low bar.

If you remember in 2001, the Knight Commission on Intercollegiate Athletics put out a proposal that teams wouldn’t be eligible if they failed to graduate at least 50 percent of their players. So mine is frankly a low bar. It’s just a starting point. But yes, we think those discrepancies between racial outcomes, those gaps, would close quickly if we had some clear parameters there.

Coordinator:
And the next question comes from (Louise Elsman) with Diverse Issues in Higher Education. Your line is open.

(Louise Elsman):
Thank you. We touched on this a bit before but I want to repeat because there have been some studies to show that perhaps to achieve the graduation rates, sometimes some schools have pushed them -- the students -- into not such advantageous majors, like easy majors that would help them towards graduation.

So how do we monitor that the graduation number is not being achieved by pushing them into non-beneficial majors, majors that aren’t leaving them prepared for their futures?

Arne Duncan:
Well, we can monitor that. I would say that if you don’t have any degree today, which is the case in some of these situations, you are absolutely unprepared. And I think Ben hit the nail on the head and Ben you can elaborate but I just think that when you raise the bar, everyone -- schools, teams, coaches, players, players -- are going to rise to that higher bar.

And to think that folks are just going to dummy that down I think is exactly backwards. If we raise the bar, I promise you folks will rise to get it. Ben, do you have anything to add on that?

Ben Jealous:
Yes, I mean, you know, this is really about putting a spotlight on the books. You know, there is a spotlight on the court. We all know how these teams perform on the court and how they’ll do in this competition. What we tend to not pay attention to is what they do with these athletes, whether or not their teams actually graduate and the players graduate.


And so what the - what’s being done here is to say let’s stop for a second, let’s focus on the books, let’s make sure that we set the same sort of high expectations that the fans have for the team's performance on the court for the players in the classroom. If we do that and if we as a country and if we as a, you know, from top to bottom as these schools say this is a priority. We’re going to make sure that our players graduate.

We’re going to make sure that if we have 13 percent of the black players and 100 percent of the whites that we get the black players up to the same level as the whites -- we will rise to the top. I think it’s cynical and it says and we’re setting too low of a bar for our schools and universities as a whole if we think that this will result in something besides the treatment of students improving, of student athletes improving.

Richard Lapchick:
This is pretty analogous to what happened in the high schools back in the 1980s and 1990s when schools started mandating a minimum C average for participation. Coaches were against it. Parents were against. They said the students were just going to drop out of school and what in actuality happened is coaches got involved in the educational process because they wanted their students to be eligible.

The display that they showed suddenly of concern for academics was new to some students and those students as both Secretary Duncan and Ben have said, met the bar that had been raised. And every experience that I can think of involving student athletes where you raise the bar academically, they’ve jumped over that bar.

Justin Hamilton:
Well, operator, it looks like that’s the end of the Q&A period. We would like to thank everyone for joining the call today. If you have any follow-up questions, you can reach out to the Department of Education Press Office at press@ed.gov. That’s P-R-E-S-S@ed.gov. We’d be happy to get back with you. But thanks again for joining the call and for focusing on this important issue today.

Coordinator:
Thank you for participating in today’s conference. You may disconnect at this time.

END


