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Secretary Betsy DeVos Delivers Keynote at School Choice Rally on Capitol Hill

To celebrate National School Choice Week, which runs from Jan. 21 to 27, and to promote the expansion of education options for all children, Secretary Betsy DeVos delivered the keynote address at the National School Choice Rally at the Russell Senate Office Building in Washington, D.C. on Jan. 18. This was the third annual National School Choice Rally on Capitol Hill.  

Rep. Luke Messer (R-Ind.), Rep. Virginia Foxx (R-N.C. and chairwoman of the House Committee on Education and the Workforce), and Sen. Ted Cruz (R-Texas), along with 200 students, welcomed Secretary DeVos to kick off National School Choice Week.  

Follow National School Choice Week efforts and the Capitol Hill rally on social media using #SchoolChoice. To view the video click here.
 Secretary DeVos Addresses AEI Forum on Lessons Learned From Bush-Obama Education Reform  
The last few decades have seen a number of education reforms driven from the federal level, with varying degrees of success. To explore the lessons learned from these reforms, AEI sponsored a research conference on Jan. 16 in Washington, D.C. featuring policy makers who served in the Bush and Obama administrations and a keynote address by Secretary DeVos. The Secretary stressed that future reforms must focus on empowering parents and educators – those who know students best – in order to truly unlock students’ potential. 

For the full text of the Secretary’s remarks click here.

For information about the forum click here.

Secretary DeVos Seeks Public Comments on Needs of Rural Schools and Districts

The secretary seeks information from the public regarding ways the Department can improve how it serves the unique needs of rural schools and districts. In accordance with Section 5005 of the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), this information will be considered as the Department develops and implements policies, programs and procedures and issues a final report on rural education in accordance with Section 5005 of the ESSA. (See the preliminary report and a related blog post). The final report will describe steps the Department’s has planned to increase the participation of rural schools and districts in the development and execution of ED’s rural initiatives.  Comments must be received no later than Feb. 20. The blog cited above provides instructions for submitting comments.

U.S. Secretary of Education Betsy DeVos Hosts Second Rethink School Summit to Highlight Innovation in K–12 Education   

Secretary of Education Betsy DeVos welcomed attendees to the second of two Rethink School Summits on Dec. 19 at U.S. Department of Education (Department, ED) headquarters in Washington, D.C. The summit focused on K–12 education and brought together education leaders, innovators and entrepreneurs from around the country who have demonstrated that student-centric models can improve student achievement. There were three sessions: “Attaining Each Child’s Unique Potential,” “Shifting the Paradigm” and “Customizing Learning.” A conversation also took place on Twitter at #RethinkSchool.  View on C-SPAN or listen to portions of the summit.

School Ambassador Fellowship Open   

The Department has extended the acceptance of applications for its School Ambassador Fellowship program; applications will close on Feb. 14 at 5:00 p.m. EST. The program is designed to improve education for students by involving educators in the development and implementation of national education policy.  The Department is looking for outstanding teachers, principals, counselors, librarians and any other school-based professionals that interact daily with students and teachers.  Applicants may apply for a Washington Fellowship (a full-time appointment where fellows are based in residence at the agency’s headquarters in Washington, D.C.), or for a Campus Fellowship (a part-time appointment where fellows collaborate with the agency while maintaining their regular school responsibilities in their home communities). Check out the website for the criterion and read about our current fellows. A recent “Voices in the Field” interview with the 2017–18 Washington-based School Ambassador Fellow, Michigan’s Melody Arabo, provides a take on the experience as either a full-time or a part-time fellow. 
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Every Student Succeeds Act Updates
Thirty–three States Receive Feedback on Plans 

The Department has provided initial feedback to 33 states and Puerto Rico that submitted Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) consolidated state plans in September. States received notes from external, independent peer reviewers, as well as specific information from Department staff about changes needed to ensure they are meeting the requirements under the statute. 

The Department issued a Federal Register notice inviting applications under ESSA’s Innovative Assessment Demonstration Authority. The secretary may allow up to seven states -- or groups of states, provided the total number of states approved is seven or fewer -- to pilot new kinds of tests in a select number of school districts, with the goal of expanding them statewide. This authority may be appealing to states moving toward more project-based forms of assessments. The application package is available here. States were encouraged to submit a notice of intent to apply by February 2; the deadline for applications is April 2. (Note: States interested in this authority but unable to implement an innovative assessment in the 2018-19 school year should contact Donald.Peasley@ed.gov about technical assistance in advance of future application opportunities.)
Approval of a Number Consolidated State Plans 

Secretary DeVos announced the approval of a number consolidated state plans under ESSA. Minnesota and West Virginia (January 10 release) and Arkansas, Maryland, Missouri, New York, Ohio, Pennsylvania, South Dakota, Washington, Wisconsin, Wyoming, and Puerto Rico (January 16 release) were among the 34 states and Puerto Rico to submit their state plans by the final deadline of September 18. 

ESSA requires the secretary to issue a written determination within 120 days of a state’s submission of its plan, unless the state requests additional time for its revisions.

In a letter to Chief State School Officers, the Department offered states flexibility on using remaining School Improvement Grant (SIG) funding.
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Special Education News
U.S. Department of Education Issues Findings in Texas Individuals with Disabilities Education Act Monitoring 

On Jan. 11 the Department released the findings of monitoring activities relating to the Texas Education Agency’s compliance with the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA).  This comes after the Office of Special Education Programs (OSEP) at the Department initiated monitoring following reports about the significant decline in the number of children identified as children with disabilities eligible for special education and related services in Texas.  To learn more, click here. To view OSEP’s full monitoring report, click here. To view OSEP's cover letter, click here.

Department Issues New Q&A on Free Appropriate Public Education Following Supreme Court Decision 

On Dec. 7, ED released a question-and-answer document supporting the unanimous March 2017 U.S. Supreme Court opinion on the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA)-related case Endrew F. v. Douglas County School District clarifying the scope of a free appropriate public education (FAPE). The Q&A document provides parents, educators and other stakeholders with an explanation of the case, the issues addressed and the impact of the Court’s decision. The document also explains how FAPE is currently defined, clarifies the standard for determining FAPE, and addresses how this ruling can support children with disabilities. View the Q&A document on ED’s website.
 Endrew F. v. Douglas County School District 

On March 22, 2017, the U.S. Supreme Court (Court) issued a unanimous opinion in Endrew F. v. Douglas County School District Re-1, 137 S. Ct. 988. In that case, the Court interpreted the scope of the free appropriate public education (FAPE) requirements in the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). The Court overturned the 10th Circuit Court of Appeals’ decision that Endrew, a child with autism, was only entitled to an educational program that was calculated to provide “merely more than de minimis” educational benefit. In rejecting the 10th Circuit’s reasoning, the Supreme Court determined that “[t]o meet its substantive obligation under the IDEA, a school must offer an IEP [individualized education program] that is reasonably calculated to enable a child to make progress appropriate in light of the child’s circumstances.” The Court additionally emphasized the requirement that “every child should have the chance to meet challenging objectives.” 

The Endrew F. decision is important because it informs ED’s efforts to improve academic outcomes for children with disabilities. To this end, ED is providing parents and other stakeholders information on the issues addressed in Endrew F. and the impact of the Court’s decision on the implementation of the IDEA. 
Awareness Around Special Education and Rehabilitative Service Topics 

The Department worked with individuals with disabilities, educators, service providers and technical assistance centers during the month of October to become fully aware of the topics surrounding special education and rehabilitative service issues. Review all the highlights via Storify time lines (1  and 2), where they share their stories.
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The Department Celebrates VSA Art 

Art created by students with disabilities was honored at ED headquarters recently at the opening of the 13th annual VSA exhibit, a joint project of ED and the Department of VSA and Accessibility at the Kennedy Center. VSA is a nonprofit organization that provides arts and education opportunities for students and adults with disabilities nationwide and in 51 countries around the world. The student artwork was on display at ED through December 2017. To learn more about the exhibit and the opening of the display click here.
College- and Career-Ready
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Raising Awareness of Student Loan Debt-Relief Scams 


Federal Student Aid (FSA) has taken several steps to raise awareness of scams by posting descriptions of typical claims made by student loan debt-relief companies, as well as by providing tips on avoiding scams and getting help with loans for free. Visit StudentAid.gov/loanscams. Additionally, FSA has partnered with the Federal Trade Commission (FTC) to answer questions about repaying student loans and avoiding debt-relief scam companies. FSA and the FTC also hosted a webinar titled "Avoiding Student Loan Scams." The webinar focused on actions federal loan borrowers can take if contacted by debt-relief companies. A recording of the webinar will be available in late January 2018. 
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Colleges Increase Self-Reporting Test Scores 

The University of California’s system allows students to self-report SAT and ACT scores during the admission process. The idea is that all students report their own test scores for free, and then pay for one official set to be sent once they matriculate somewhere.  This increases access, decreases cost, and puts the student in the driver’s seat for more of their application process.  That’s a triple win. Now more colleges are jumping on the idea of self-reporting scores. 

Brief Released on Personalized Learning Plans for At-Risk High School Students 

The 11th in a series of briefs that provides information on high school dropout prevention strategies has been released by ED’s Office of Planning, Evaluation and Policy Development (OPEPD). 

All of the briefs, including this latest titled Personalized Learning Plans, are based on findings from ED’s National Survey on High School Strategies Designed to Help At-Risk Students Graduate (HHS), which aimed to provide information on the prevalence and characteristics of dropout prevention strategies. The HHS gathered data in the 2014–15 school year from a nationally representative sample of 2,142 public high schools about 13 specific high school improvement strategies designed to improve the likelihood of graduation for at-risk students. 

The HHS defined a personalized learning plan as a formalized process that involves high school students setting learning goals based on personal, academic and career interests with the close support of school personnel or other individuals including teachers, school counselors and parents. 

This brief, part of a series by OPEPD’s Policy and Program Studies, was released Dec. 15. It is available at https://www2.ed.gov/rschstat/eval/high-school/personalized-learning-plans.pdf. To see all briefs in the series, visit https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/opepd/ppss/reports.html.

Two additional briefs, Academic Support Classes and Credit Recovery, will be released later this month.
Looking Back 

Do you understand the current state of federal student aid tax benefits, Pell Grants, federal loans and repayment programs? The Institute for Higher Education Policy invites you to view the six-part film series “Looking Back to Move Forward,” produced in partnership with Lumina Foundation. Each short film explores key legislative milestones for several federal student aid programs and includes insights from the people directly involved in the policy discussions.

From the Family Ambassador
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Family Engagement Summit: Powered by Teach to Lead 

The Department is pleased to host the Family Engagement Summit: Powered by Teach to Lead in Baltimore, Maryland in March 2018.  Details are forthcoming. 

Teach to Lead works to support teachers as valued experts in instruction and their students’ needs. The summit will bring together teacher leaders, family members, and other school and community stakeholders to collaborate, problem solve, and develop action plans to benefit students and schools.  Teams of parents and educators will work on an idea to implement in their own school, district or state that addresses an area of student achievement that can be improved by leveraging family engagement.  All PreK-12 schools are encouraged to apply. 

Selected summit participants will receive
          1.  free registration;
          2.  hotel accommodations for two nights or parking (the hotel will be provided 
          3.  free of charge for teams traveling more than 50 miles; parking will be 
               provided for teams traveling 50 miles or fewer to the summit); and 
          4.  some meals during the summit. 

We look forward to getting your application! 
News From Schools, Communities and Families
Parent Involvement Recognition Awards 

ED’s Family, School and Community Engagement newsletter features parents and/or guardians who are actively engaged in their child’s school and have been recognized by their state for their involvement. If your state or district has such a recognition program, please email Carrie Jasper at carrie.jasper@ed.gov.
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San Diego Celebrates National Parent/Family Involvement Day 

The San Diego Unified Council of PTAs and San Diego Unified School District partner annually to celebrate National Parent/Family Involvement Day at all district schools. The day allows the district’s board of education to highlight how important parents, families, guardians and community are to the education of the children and to say “thank you” for their contributions. To learn more click here.

Announcements and Resources for Families and Communities

Parents’ Idea Corner
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Tyler Elementary School teachers came to work to find a lovely surprise. As the teachers entered the building, they were escorted to the Teachers’ Lounge.  There they discovered that the parents had decorated the lounge and prepared a CoCo Bar just for them.  The CoCo Bar consisted of a flowing chocolate fountain, fruit, nuts and other treats that would satisfy the sweet tooth of every participant. The parents had arrived early to prepare the morning delight for the teachers.  This was one way the parents showed the teachers how much they (the parents) appreciate them. 

Thanks to Maria Elena Moreno Rivas Van Maren for this idea.

Sign On For Literacy Prize   

All Children Reading: A Grand Challenge for Development is launching the Sign On For Literacy Prize, which seeks technology-based innovations to increase access to local sign languages and develop literacy interventions for children who are deaf and who live in low-resource settings. These innovations will help parents, educators, communities and governments enhance early childhood development outcomes, improve access to local sign languages, and increase literacy outcomes of deaf children. Winning innovations must be novel, and they must use technology to make a significant impact upon learning and literacy in the deaf community. For more information, click here.
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Enjoy the Country With an America the Beautiful-National Parks and Federal Recreational Lands Pass 

Military families and families of fourth-graders can receive a free annual America the Beautiful-National Parks and Federal Recreational Lands Pass,  which provides free entrance to over 2,000 national parks, national forests, wildlife refuges and other public lands locations from coast to coast. The pass is also available for purchase. See the U.S. Geological Survey website for more information.
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Centers for Disease Control and Prevention Launches Milestone Tracker Mobile App 

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) has launched a new resource: the Milestone Tracker mobile app. This parent-friendly app makes it easy for parents and other care providers to track, support and celebrate young children’s developmental milestones in play, learning, speech, action and movement, and to share this important information. 

The Milestone Tracker app features
          1.  parent-friendly, interactive milestone checklists for ages 2 months through 
               5 years;
          2.  photos and videos that illustrate milestones;
          3.  personalized milestone summaries that can be easily shared with the child’s 
               health-care provider and others;
          4.  tips and activities for supporting early development, including what to do if 
               there’s a concern; and
          5.  reminders for appointments and recommended developmental screening.  

The app is a feature of the CDC initiative “Learn the Signs. Act Early.”   

To learn more about the app, visit www.cdc.gov/MilestoneTracker, or contact Karnesha Slaughter at KSlaughter2@cdc.gov, or call 404-498-1461.
The Office of Communications and Outreach works with state and local education agencies to empower parents with information to help them be full partners in the education and academic progress of their children. For more information, please contact Carrie Jasper at carrie.jasper@ed.gov, or call 202-401-1524.
_________________________________________________________________

Contributors: Adam Honeysett, Maria Elena Moreno Van Maren, Michael Fong and Celeste Rodriguez 
Advisers: Karen Stratman and Lisa Ramirez 
Family, School and Community Engagement is written by Frances Frost and Carrie Jasper.
To subscribe, unsubscribe or comment on this newsletter, please contact Parent@ed.gov. 

Family, School and Community Engagement can be found online at http://www2.ed.gov/news/newsletters/engagingfamilies/index.html
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