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Coordinator: Welcome and thank you for standing by. All participants are in a listen-only 

mode until the question-and-answer session of the conference. During that 

time to ask a question please press Star followed by the number 1 and record 

your name at the prompt. 

 

 This conference is being recorded. If you have any objections, you may 

disconnect at this time and now I would like to hand it over to your host, Ms. 

Kelly Leon, Assistant Press Secretary at the U.S. Department of Education. 

Ma’am you may begin. 

 

Kelly Leon: Thank you (Marian), thanks so much everyone for joining us this morning. 

Thanks for your interest in our announcement today. Today we’re pleased to 

talk about America’s college promise, and a new resource for communities,  

and learn more about some of the great work happening in Los Angeles and 

Tennessee. 

 

 For today’ conversation we’ll begin with remarks from Secretary of Education 

Dr. John B. King, Jr., then turn it over to Los Angeles Mayor Mr. Eric 

Garcetti, then conclude with remarks from Tennessee Commissioner of 

Education Dr. Candice McQueen. 
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 And on the call we are also joined by Executive Director of Tennessee 

Achieve Krissy DeAlejandro, Lena Shi from the White House Policy Council, 

and Spiros Protopsaltis, Deputy Assistant Secretary for Higher Education and 

Student Financial Aid here at the Department. 

 

 All three of those individuals are on the line to help us answer any questions 

from our reporters. The Department’s press release was published this 

morning and can be found the press release section of our Website and if for 

some reason you did not receive that or can’t access it, please e-mail at 

press@ed.gov. 

 

 Today’s call is on the record. Let’s go ahead and begin with remarks from 

Secretary King. 

 

John King: Thanks Kelly and thanks everyone for joining the call. I want to first thank 

Mayor Garcetti and Commissioner McQueen for their leadership in their 

respective states and communities on an issue that’s so critical to America’s 

future. America’s college promise is the President’s bold vision announced 

early last year to make two years of college as universal as high school 

became a century ago. 

 

 By helping students earn the first half of a bachelor’s degree and earn skills 

needed in the workforce at no cost,  the America’s college promise proposal 

provides an exciting opportunity for our nation that when fully implemented 

could benefit nearly nine million Americans each year at the more than 1300 

community colleges across the country. 

 

 Since the President announced America’s college promise last year, at least 36 

free community college programs have launched in states, cities and 
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community colleges throughout the country, increasing the total estimate of 

free community college programs to more than 150. 

 

 Later today I will visit Pellissippi State Community College in Knoxville, 

Tennessee as part of the Department’s seventh annual back-to-school bus tour 

and it’s the campus where President Obama originally announced the 

America’s college promise proposal. 

 

 Two years of free community college is a game changer in making college 

more affordable for American families. It requires everyone to do their part. 

Community colleges must strengthen their programs, states must reinvest in 

higher education and training and students must take responsibility for their 

education by staying on track to graduate. 

  

 Community colleges are not just a uniquely American institution but as the 

largest most affordable segment of America’s higher education system, they 

are critical to reaching the President’s goal to have the highest share of college 

graduates in the world and to ensuring America’s economic prosperity in the 

future. 

 

 That’s why today we are releasing the America’s college playbook to help 

more communities explore how they can pursue community college reforms. 

The playbook provides program design elements and other common features 

of pre-community college programs that communities can customize based on 

their needs. 

 

 The playbook offers actionable information and strategies on how 

communities can develop programs and partnerships to expand college access 

for hardworking students through tuition-free community colleges, strengthen 
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and reform the community college experience and prepare students for 

continued education and high-demand middle-class jobs. 

 

 The playbook also outlines five key steps that communities have used in 

launching successful America’s college promise program. These include 

identifying community needs and opportunities, building a team and 

developing partnerships to strengthen educational quality, designing a high-

quality program that serves the communities and the students’ needs, 

developing a sustainable funding model, evaluating and assessing program 

effectiveness to learn what works for continuous improvement. 

 

 Community colleges give students hope by equipping them with the skills and 

expertise that are relevant to the emerging jobs of the future and it’s our hope 

that the playbook serves as a valuable resource as communities develop even 

more of these programs. 

 

 These schools educate nearly 40% of our nation’s undergraduate students, 

making them the place where anyone who walks through the doors, first-

generation college goers, recent immigrants, working adults or students who 

could not afford or not quite ready for a four-year institution can be one step 

closer to realizing the American dream. 

 

 America’s college promise would also support the first two years and HBCUs 

or other minority-serving institutions. I have visited several HBCUs at 

minority-serving institutions, most recently Tuskegee University last week 

and Alabama A&M earlier this year and have seen first-hand the important 

role they play in paving the way for the next generation of leaders. 

 

 The majority of students in our public schools today are students of color and 

these institutions play a unique role in creating and advancing educational 
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opportunities for many of our nation’s first-generation low-income and 

underrepresented student potential to building our nation’s economy and 

strengthening the American middle class. 

 

 Just like the America’s college promise, these efforts are all part of growing 

blueprints of students, parents, college and business leaders, philanthropies, 

local and state officials, all of whom recognize that in order to meet the 

challenge of growing local economies, we need to think bigger when it comes 

to encouraging states to keep investing in higher education, supporting 

colleges to improve the quality of their programs and ensuring students are 

challenging themselves academically to secure the knowledge and skills they 

need to succeed in their careers. 

 

 I’m looking forward to hearing more about the great work that’s happening in 

Los Angeles, Tennessee and throughout the country, certainly look forward to 

taking your questions and now I’ll turn it over to Mayor Garcetti. 

 

Eric Garcetti: Thank you so much Mr. Secretary and thank you all. Good to be with the 

Commissioner and appreciate the invitation. You know, I had the great 

fortune of sitting in the audience as President Obama at his State of the Union 

address laid-out a plan for America’s college promise and I was personally 

very moved by his call to action. 

 

 I had seen in Michigan, I had seen close-by in Los Angeles and Long Beach, 

our second-biggest city in the Southern California area successful models that 

had built some of the foundation but this was bold, it was big and it seemed 

doable and I think it moved me as a mayor to decide we should work with our 

community college district and our unified school district LAUSD to make 

this promise of free community college real for students who are in Los 

Angeles. 
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 We’ve had tremendous momentum in our education work in Los Angeles with 

a 75% graduation rate which certainly for Los Angeles represents a huge 

increase as much as a 50% increase in graduation rates over the last decade. 

 

 In my state of the city address which isn’t I know as popularly watched as the 

State of the Union address by President Obama, I announced my goal in April 

for the first time that we would launch the Los Angeles promise and that we 

would have this incoming class of seniors at L.A. Unified School District the 

guarantee that free community college upon graduation, a great goal to inspire 

them to see those numbers go up even higher. 

 

 And tomorrow I’ll be on the campus of L.A. City College, a storied institution 

that currently sits at where the first campus at UCLA was with America’s 

second lady, Dr. Jill Biden to officially launch L.A. college promise and I 

think Dr. Biden’s advocacy for America’s students has inspired so many of us. 

 

 It’ll be an honor to stand with her and the community partners as we fulfill 

this promise but I believe we’ll transform the lives of young people in my city 

and hopefully inspire other cities to continue this momentum so we will 

become the biggest city in America to offer the next class of graduating 

seniors a free year of community college and it’s happening not a moment too 

soon. 

 

 We know that post-secondary education isn’t a luxury, it’s a necessity and so 

often I talk to employers who say we just don’t have the workforce we want. 

Los Angeles continues to attract talent, cut our unemployment rate by more 

than half since the recession but that said, we’re often importing great talent 

from other cities, states and even countries. 
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 We want to grow them up right here in Los Angeles. By 2020 35% of job 

openings will require at least a bachelor’s degree and at the same time young 

people need more education to be able to succeed. I think too many of them 

feel locked-out of the opportunity to attend college. 

  

 They worry about being able to afford tuition. They wonder how much debt 

they can shoulder. It’s very different than when a lot of us went to college. 

We’re seen prices just sky-rocket at the same time wages have been flat and 

some, you know, students question whether higher education is even an option 

which we cannot let happen. 

 

 So we’re turning that around with L.A. college promise and it’s more than just 

the tuition. Our promise is designed to help students in virtually every aspect 

of the college experience with access to support of services, you know, 

counseling, tutoring, mentoring.  

 

 Our metro system out here is discounting our transportation fares for them so 

it’s really about a comprehensive package where we say we know what you 

struggle to go through to get here and we want to kind of wrap our arms 

around you. You’ve got to study, you’ve got to make the grade, you’ve got to 

graduate but we’re going to open up those doors that feel locked to many of 

you right now. 

 

 And let me just say this, the college promise playbook that Secretary King just 

spoke about was an incredible tool in bringing our program to life. It helped 

us immediately find the best practices around the country and for us in Los 

Angeles pick and choose how we could have kind of the latest model of the 

promise model in America. 
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 Particularly helpful was the playbook’s guidance on carefully designing and 

tailoring a program to meet the specific needs of your community and the 

Broad Foundation also is extremely helpful to us in helping put together some 

of that research that I know also helped the Department of Education move 

forward with that too. 

 

 And students in our school district deserve help that speaks to their needs, 

their experiences, their challenges and I think this really takes-on students as 

whole people not just as numbers, not just a narrow program but a really wide 

range of programs that embraces their totality and it’s my hope that our work 

will inspire cities across America to make these opportunities available to 

their young people as well. 

 

 And let me just say I apologize in advance if the Q&A because of a previous 

appointment I’m going to have to jump off after my comments but thank you 

again Mr. Secretary and thank you to the Department for its extraordinary 

work in helping us get this jump-started in the biggest city in America’s 

biggest state.  

 

Man: Thanks so much Mr. Mayor. 

 

Eric Garcetti: You bet. 

 

Kelly Leon: Thanks Mayor Garcetti. Dr. McQueen, we’ll go ahead and hear from you with 

your remarks, thank you. 

 

Candice McQueen: Thank you, well thank you for the opportunity particularly Secretary King 

and Mayor Garcetti, I appreciated your comments. I am proud to represent 

Tennessee which is the first state in the country to have really taken leadership 
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in removing financial barriers to post-secondary for all of our students through 

something we call Tennessee promise. 

 

 This program now serves over 16,000 students and is contributing to a 10% 

increase this past year in public higher education enrollment and a 25% 

increase at our community colleges throughout the state. 

  

 Each student specifically is connected with a mentor and they are asked to do 

community service and these two things combined with the financial 

opportunity that’s given to them through Tennessee promise has truly 

increased the number of students not only going to college but we now have 

significantly fewer students who are taking remediation once they get there. 

 

 Obviously we know that those two things combined will help us ensure that 

we have more students actually completing college and the work that we’re 

doing in K-12 in Tennessee is really now aligning to that promise that is an 

opportunity for all of our students. 

 

 Tennessee’s also seen the highest year-over-year gain in the percentage of 

graduating high school students who filed the FASA. That’s been an 

important part of this work. If you remove some of the barriers to completing 

a very long and complex form as well as providing very specific mentorship 

and encouraging community service, we feel like that combination has been a 

success in our state. 

 

 In particular related to some lessons learned, we will say that combination of 

having mentors that are serving across the entire state in every single one of 

our districts and truly connecting to each of these students who may be the 

very first student in their families to go to college has been a key part of our 

success. 



ED -PRESS 

Moderator:  Kelly Leon 

9-13-2016/10:30 am ET 

Page 10 

 

 We continue to have more mentors to sign-up yearly to be part of this process 

and we believe that that potential component of not only in the encouragement 

through individual communities where these mentors actually serve but the 

connections to students well into their years in college will be the predictor of 

whether we have students not only matriculating but completing with success. 

 

 And I would say that this particular program for me as a Commissioner who 

works primarily with K-12 education has been one of the most exciting things 

that we’ve done in Tennessee for years because it is now giving our K-12 

students an opportunity that they didn’t know they had. 

 

 Just over the last 2-1/2 weeks I’ve been in about four different student 

roundtables with high school students where they are able to verbalize that 

two or three years ago they never thought that going to college was an 

opportunity and now they see the pathway and it’s changing what they are 

expecting of themselves and it’s changing what they are involved in not only 

at the high school level but we’re seeing it certainly in the elementary and 

middle schools. 

 

 It’s been an alignment moment in Tennessee and we are excited that we will 

be meeting our draw to 55 goals which states that in our state we will need at 

least 55% of our new jobs with some type of student who has a post-

secondary degree and as we align Tennessee’s promise to what we know are 

economic goals in the state, we have made sure K-12 education is a critical 

part of that story as we are improving along the entire spectrum 

 

 And so I would encourage states to really look at education as the connector to 

their economic vitality and to do that where you put your money, you put your 

actions, where you say you’re important to us and at the end of the day, if we 
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all did that across our 50 states, we would show significant improvement in 

the alignment and the outcomes that we ultimately get. 

 

 So I’m thrilled to be on the call today and learning about, you know, the work 

in L.A. but also excited about what is being put out for America’s college 

promise to really highlight this work for all of us.  

 

Kelly Leon: Thank you, Commissioner McQueen. We’ll go ahead and move to the 

question-and-answer period. We have a few moments for a couple of 

questions. Operator, can you please remind our participants how to ask 

questions, please? 

 

Coordinator: Thank you so for our participants over the phone if you would like to ask a 

question, you can press Star followed by the number 1, unmute your phone 

and please record your name at the prompt. To cancel your questions, you 

may press Star followed by the number 2.  

 

 Again for questions, you can press Star 1 on your phone. One moment, please, 

to see if we have incoming questions. Again as a reminder for our participants 

if you have questions, you can press Star 1. As of this time we don’t have 

questions over the phone queue. 

 

Kelly Leon: Thanks everyone for joining today. If we have no questions, I think we’re 

going to go ahead and conclude the call. Again thank you so very much for 

joining this morning. We can go ahead and conclude. 

 

Coordinator: Thank you and that concludes today’s conference for all the participants. 

Thank you for participating. You may now disconnect. 
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END 


