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Coordinator:
Welcome and thank you for standing by.


At this time, all participants are in a listen-only mode. After the presentation, we will conduct a question and answer session. At that time, if you would like to ask a question, the command to do so will be star then 1 on your touchtone phone.


Today’s conference is being recorded. If you have any objections, you may disconnect at this time.


And now I would like to introduce your host for today’s call, Mr. Peter Cunningham, Assistant Secretary for Communications and Outreach.


Sir, you may begin.

Peter Cunningham:
Thanks very much and thanks everyone for joining us. Secretary Duncan is going to read a brief opening statement and then he will take some questions. We also have another person here at Department of Ed who may respond to some of your questions and that’s Dean Kern who’s the Director of Charter Schools, very familiar with the regulations state by state and can help fill in your answers.


So, without further ado, Secretary Duncan.

Arne Duncan:
Hi, good afternoon.


In the coming months, the US Department of Education will start accepting states’ applications for the federal government’s largest one-time investments (school reform). By the end of the year, we’ll start distributing grants from the $4.35 billion Race to the Top Fund.


I said repeatedly that states need to make serious commitments to reform to qualify the grants under this program. The American Recovery and Reinvestment Act lists the four main policies that should be in every state’s reform program.


First, states need to work towards rigorous standards to put students on track towards success in college and in the workforce.


Second, they need to show how they will recruit and compensate effective teachers with an emphasis on assuring that the best teachers and principals are in a classrooms and schools who need the most help.


Third, they need to build comprehensive data system and you’d have to track students’ achievement from one year to the next in one - from one school to another.


And finally, states needed to have a plan to turn around their lowest performing school.


In Chicago, we turned around schools, moving adults out, keeping the children there and bringing new adults in as leaders and teachers. Through this process, we closed the public school and opened a new public school. The school had union members before and after the change.


We saw significant and almost immediate benefits for children and communities that have been underserved historically for far too long. It is a model that can work in other places. There are at least 5,000 schools in need of restructuring around the country. We’ll have almost $5 billion from the (Title I) school improvement program to do this work.


I’m an advocate for using whatever model that works for children. I want charter schools to join in that work but they won’t be able to do that in states that have laws restricting the growth of charters.


In Chicago, we also created a network of charter schools, just like in New York, Boston, Indianapolis and many other cities. These charters are innovative and high performing. They offer choice in a public school system. They are public schools that operate under different rules but they’re held accountable just like other public schools and if they're failing children, they should absolutely be closed down.


President Obama has called on states to encourage the expansion of charter schools, a network of innovative, high achieving and accountable charter schools can be an important part of the state’s reform agenda. The charter schools are facing significant obstacles to expansion in too many states. Ten states don’t even have logs allowing charter schools to exist. In the 40 states with charters, 26 of them -- more than half -- put artificial caps on a number of charter schools.


President Obama has called on states to lift these caps and other barriers to have a healthy network of charter schools throughout the country. I’m happy to say that my home state of Illinois recently passed a law to raise its cap on charter schools. Unfortunately, we’re not seeing that kind of progress in many other places.


Maine is one of 10 states with a charter school law by the state legislature has tabled a bill to create one. Tennessee has not moved on a bill that will lift enrollment restrictions. In Indiana, the legislature is considering putting a moratorium on new charter schools. Theses actions are restricting reforms, not encouraging it.


States that don’t have charter laws or put artificial caps on the growth of charter schools would jeopardize their application under the Race to the Top Fund. Simply put, they put themselves at a competitive disadvantage for the largest pull of discretionary dollars states have ever had access to.


States have laws that encourage the expansion of charter schools will be better off under the Race to the Top. It should be clear that this administration is not looking to open thousands of unregulated and unaccountable schools. We want real economy for charters while we also support a rigorous authorization process and high performance standards. Those three criteria are all widely important and must work together.


Our top priority is to provide new high quality learning options for children and communities across the nation.


Thanks so much for your time. I’m happy to open it up and take questions at this point. Thank you.

Coordinator:
If anyone would like to ask a question at this time, please press "star" then 1. You’ll be prompted to unmute your phone and record your name as your name is required to introduce your question. Also, when we announce your question, please also state your affiliation.


Once again, star-1 if you have a question. It will be a few moments while we wait for the first question.


Our first question today comes from Michele McNeil. Please state your affiliation as well.

Michele McNeil:
Hi, Secretary Duncan. This is Michele from Education Week.

Arne Duncan:
Hey. How are you doing, Michele?

Michele McNeil:
Good. How are you?

Arne Duncan:
Great.

Michele McNeil:
So most legislative sessions are wrapping up or they’re over. I mean, I realized some, you know, are full-time legislatures. But a lot of states are wrapping up or they’re done with their legislative sessions and you have these Race to the Top applications which are going to be being sold out later this year.


Do you really expect state legislatures to somehow between now and then enact charter school laws or raise their caps and are you worried about backlash from the states that are objecting to you kind of interfering in what they may see as their business?

Arne Duncan:
We’re not interfering in their business; we just want investment states that want to push a very strong reform agenda.


Two things.  We actually have seen states, I mentioned like Illinois, that just the past couple of weeks have lifted caps or raised caps so it’s absolutely possible. But you ask a really good question in which I sort of anticipate that and actually what we’re thinking of doing is doing two phases of grant funding.


And we’ll sort of put out the first phase of the Race to the Top RFP probably around Oct. 1 and get people a couple of months to Dec. 1 to apply and then make decision to get the first set of money out in February. But we may do a second round of funding in the spring to really give folks chance to go back, you know, in spring legislative sessions and address these issues if they haven’t been addressed already.


So we want to create opportunities both immediately and  (unintelligible) taken advantage of those and in the next session to do the right thing here and it would be really up to states whether they want to do that or not.

Michele McNeil:
Thank you.

Coordinator:
Our next question comes from Freddie O'Connell. Sir, please state your affiliation.

Freddie O'Connell:
Sure. I’m with Liberadio in Nashville, Tenn. And I’m curious, Tennessee has some of the nation’s most restrictive laws right now on charter schools and I was curious to see the legislative session we have a bicameral legislature. The Senate passed charter schools reform that would loosen restrictions with a pretty wide margin but the House Democrats actually took a (caucus) position against charter schools and allowing the legislation even to reach the floor for vote.


I’m curious to hear your perspective on charter schools and the partisan or possibly bi-partisan issue.

Arne Duncan:
While I think you’ll find that everything we do is simply what’s right for children and this isn’t about politics, it’s not about, you know, partisanship or bi-partisanship, it’s not about ideology. We simply want to do more of what works and do less of what doesn’t work.


I have spoken to the governor there in Tennessee. I have spoken to the chair of the house and you would understand the details much better than I but my simple understanding is that you have a way to list thousands of children who are looking for these kinds of opportunities, particularly low income children who haven’t had the chance.


The former secretary of education, Lamar Alexander, your senator, has done great job working on this and I think there’s a real chance there in Tennessee to do the right thing by those children and those families that are desperately looking for better options and I think a big part of our job again have nothing to do with politics; it’s simply to listen to what children, what parents are telling us and what they’re asking for.


And what I hear coming through loud and clear in Tennessee is children’s families desperately speaking these options and being denied that opportunity. That doesn’t make sense to me.

Freddie O'Connell:
Great. Thanks.

Coordinator:
Next in queue we have Sarah Sparks. Please state your affiliation.

Sarah Sparks:
Education Daily. Nice to talk to you again, Secretary.

Arne Duncan:
Hey, Sarah.

Sarah Sparks:
Let me try - could you please flush out a little bit those three criteria that you were looking for with regard to the standard for charter schools on, I guess, monitoring for charter schools. Could you repeat that again and flush that out a little bit?

Arne Duncan:
Right. I appreciate you bringing that up because it’s really important that folks understand my goal here is not to let a thousand flowers bloom. And we see three criteria that all need to be met to make sure we’re creating successful schools and not just replicating mediocrity.


First, you want to have a very high barrier to entry. You want to have a real strong authorization process and I really think that the chance to educate children is a really sacred responsibility and opportunity and not everybody can do this and not everybody can do this well. So you really want to be picking the best of the best to come into this process. So a high bar, a high barrier to entry.


Secondly, once you pit the best of the best, you need two things. You have to give these charter schools and new school operators real economy and these people by definition, they are innovators, they are education entrepreneurs, they think they have great ideas about education, they need to be free from the bureaucracy and give them the chance to prove what they can do.


Secondly, tied to that real autonomy has to be real accountability, and, again, there are lots of different models and this is just one model. But in Chicago, we had five-year performance contracts and if folks weren’t hitting their marks, we could close them down. We actually closed three charter schools for academic failure.


And if you have autonomy without accountability, then again, these schools tend to drift. If all you have is top accountability and no autonomy, none of these guys who are visionaries and again entrepreneurs are going to want to play; you’ll scare them all off.


But the two things together are high bar and then coupling real autonomy with clear accountability, we think is a very, very powerful combination and in states and this is where we’ve seen high performing charters schools, those three strategies will all in place together.

Sarah Sparks:
Thank you.

Coordinator:
Next in queue we have Pat Wingert. Ma’am please state your affiliation.

Pat Wingert:
Hi it’s Pat Wingert from Newsweek magazine. How are you, Secretary?

Arne Duncan:
Great, Pat.

Pat Wingert:
I was wondering first of all if you could mention a few states that you think are models for doing this well, especially closing down unsuccessful schools. You mentioned Illinois or Chicago specifically having closed three. This has been a huge problem for a long time of once these schools are opened, it’s very difficult to shut them down, even if they’re not being - even if they’re not effective.


So what states or what cities besides Chicago do you think or what school districts besides those do you think have been successful in doing the three things that you just mentioned?
Arne Duncan:
Yeah, and again, just to clear, this stuff really to me isn’t hard and it is not just about opening schools; it’s about holding schools accountable. So this is not a tough intellectual (battle), just simply a willingness to, you know, get them in the - pick the best ones and get them into the game and holed them accountable for results and all the great charter operators thrive on that kind of challenge and want - and need that kind of structure.


And so, again, this is not - this is all about sort of political will and courage. This is not about some new genius idea; we don’t need that. We just need people to really execute on what’s been proven to be successful. I’ll turn over to Dean to talk about some places that do it well.

Dean Kern:
His, this is Dean Kern, director of the Charter School Program. A couple examples of high quality authorizers that are taken seriously, closing down low-performing schools would be your state university system, (SUNY), they have done an incredible job of holding their charter schools accountable over their three- to five-year period and closing those that are not demonstrating results.


The second authorizer would be Central Michigan University, they have done also an equally outstanding job in closing the low-performing schools while enhancing those higher performing school.


A state - another authorizer that’s done a great job to look at as a model is the DC Public Charter School Board.


Again, to be credited, the goal should not be just to close more down, the goal should be to have a very high bar to entry so if things don’t work after that, you have ability to close but if you really screen out performers that aren’t strong, at the end of the day, hopefully we don’t have to close that many but you should absolutely have the right and the willingness to do that.

Pat Wingert:
Okay. Thanks.

Coordinator:
The next in queue we have Bill Sims. Please state your affiliation.

Bill Sims:
Yes, it’s Bill Sims and I am head of Ohio Reliance for Public Charter Schools. Thank you, Mr. Secretary.


In states where there are moratoriums or caps, have you or can we presume that you have or will have conversations with the governors in these states about their potential jeopardy?

Arne Duncan:
Well, we’ve been crystal clear as part of the - you know, consistently, the president’s been clear, I’ve been clear at the point of this call, I’m going to be with about half the governors this weekend and we’re going to continue to be very, very clear about this.


So, there are no secrets here and we’re trying to be absolutely transparent. It’s not just governors, it’s state legislatures, it’s everybody. And as you know, I’ve been there and I met with Gov. Strickland, specifically. But, yeah, these conversations are very open and honest and we’re doing everything we can to be absolutely clear. The president has been absolutely clear, repeatedly clear and hopefully you guys can help get the message out of what the stakes are here.

Bill Sims:
We will. Thank you.

Coordinator:
Next we have Tom Weber. Please state you affiliation.

Tom Weber:
Hi, this is Tom from Minnesota Public Radio. I have a more general question about the stimulus in general. Even in states like Minnesota where some of the money has already been sent, the education stimulus money spent for the states if not yet at the local district level and I’ve been talking to the districts where they’re saying, you know, we kind of thought the point of the stimulus was to get this money out fast and spend it fast and we don’t have the money at the local level yet.


Can you comment on that? Is it too slow of a process? Is it frustrating or is it going the way it should?

Arne Duncan:
Yeah, I don’t know specifics on your state. I will say that we’re trying to set a model here for a large government entity behaving in a very different way and I want to get my career staff here a huge amount of credit. We committed to - as we got applications from states -- with turning around the applications within 14 days. 


We’ve been doing it between the four and six days on average, and folks have been working nights, weekends, holidays and testified before Congress last week and they went out of their way to say how much we weren’t operating like a traditional federal bureaucracy so we’re really trying to set a tone of - to move very quick, to be responsive. 


Minnesota has been approved. As you know, money is out there. And we want this - we’re trying to move rapidly here and moving very different way. We’re going to challenge states and districts to be equally as responsive.


And so we understand there’s been various problems state by state. I don’t know the specifics of Minnesota in terms of they’re getting money out the door. But I would just tell you, we are trying to lead by example here. I couldn’t be more proud of what our career staff has done so far.

Tom Weber:
Thank you.

Peter Cunningham:
Any more questions?

Coordinator:
We have (Yoav Gonen). Please state your affiliation, sir.

(Yoav Gonen):
Hi. I’m from the New York Post. Hi, Secretary Duncan. I’m just - you know, New York’s cap is 200 and I’m having a tough time figuring out where that falls on a relative scale. I’m just curious whether most states have cap and what you would consider to be a reasonable cap.

Arne Duncan:
Well, as I said, 40 states have charters. Permit charters can don’t and of those 40 states that do have charters, 26 have caps. And so the majority of states with charters have caps. New York has about 175 charters, I think, moving close to that goal of 200.


And again, what I really want to do is listen to parents and listen to children and where there’s unmet need, we want to see those numbers expand. And so, you know, this is going to vary state by state in terms of the numbers but if you’re bumping up against caps and that’s hindering creativity, that’s hindering innovation, hindering the ability to meet the demands that we’re hearing loud and clear from parents and students, that’s a problem.


I think so much of our job is to really listen to what our families are asking us for. I would say across the country, on this issue, I don’t think we’ve done a great job of listening. I don’t think we’ve done a great job of responding and we want to invest hundreds of millions of dollars in states that are want to push the envelope intensity his area, as well as our other four areas of reform - our other three areas of reform.

(Howell Dolan):
Great. Thank you.

Coordinator:
Next in queue, we have (Jim Colmuth). Your line is open.

(Jim Colmuth):
Yes. My name is (Jim Colmuth) from Knowledge Alliance and Mr. Secretary, I was at your speech this morning at the - for the research conference and really appreciated your focus on high quality and doing what works and my question is related to charter schools, how do you know when you have a high quality charter school. There are some high quality ones and poor quality ones.

Arne Duncan:
That’s exactly right. And again, we just want to look at where students are performing very, very well and where there are parents and students clamoring for these kinds of option. So there are a number of examples of charters across the state, outperforming state-wide averages -- Idaho, Arizona, Florida; just to name a couple. But where you’ve seen great rates of student achievement where you’ve seen high graduation rates, we’re seeing high rates of students going on to college. We’ve seen high rates of students completing college. That’s what we’re looking for.


And again, charters should be held the same standards of accountability of every single other school because you’re right, we have some horrendous charters that need to be closed down; an earlier caller asked about that and so we’re going to be very clear on the accountability. The flip side is we have lots of very, very high performing school, high performing charters with long, long waiting list and those are the children and families that I’m concerned about. I want to make sure they have the chance to go to great education.


I happen - this is an anecdote but I happened to be at a high performing charter school on Friday in New Jersey; (Northstar) Charter and met with met with parents, met with teachers, met with children. One of the parents said - talked about she’s never been lucky in her life and then she happen to get the lottery in there and she said the best day of her life was the chance to get her child into that school.


To hear that kind of passion and to hear how desperate parents are for these kinds of options tells you something. I think that charter in particular, I think they had 100 percent of their high school graduates accepted to four-year universities. I mean, just extraordinary results. And, you know, intercity, you know, tough top neighborhood and just as absolute high standard. The highest of expectation and here 6th and 7th graders talk about where they’re going to college and what they’re going to do.


We need to do a lot more of that. We need to do a lot more of that.

(Jim Colmuth):
Could I ask a real quick follow-up?

Arne Duncan:
Sure.

(Jim Colmuth):
The - from what I understand, most charters that get closed down are not for performance problems -- academic performance problems -- but mostly for financial problems. Are you aware of any good examples of charter schools that have been closed down because of academic performance issues?

Arne Duncan:
Well, yeah, I’ll tell you, we closed a couple in Chicago and other states, can you think of other? Yeah, the two just have - you’re right, obviously if there are financial issues where folks are, you know, doing the wrong thing by money and acting in bad faith, absolutely those schools should be closed there. At the end of the day, this should really be about academic’s performance and again if states that have better jobs of screening those folks who come in to the business, hopefully, those cases of financial abuse would go down dramatically.


And what you’re seeing now, again, we’re in a very different place where the charter moves that may have been relatively new, you know, five or ten or a dozen years ago, and now not just have individual charter schools that are great, you have networks of very high performing charters who have very sophisticated, you know, financial controls and back-office operation and where our comfort levels as a country should be much higher with these networks that have proven the ability with, you know, 5, 10, 15, 20, 40 schools sometimes to do the right thing financially and drive real student achievement.

(Jim Colmuth):
Thank you.

Coordinator:
Next in queue we have (Jamie Cerio). Ma’am, please state your affiliation.

(Jamie Cerio):
Hi, Secretary, this is (Jamie Cerio). I’m with the Tennessee - the National Tennessee. Thank you or having this conference today.

Arne Duncan:
Sure.

(Jamie Cerio):
You noted what you were just saying, I’m curious of what you’re hearing from other states about why so many states have not yet made progress with charter schools. I mean, there are so - real reluctance here and a real skepticism about best schools and I wonder what else you’re hearing from other states.

Arne Duncan:
Well, I think it varies case by case but again, you correct me if I’m wrong but how long is your waiting-list to charter schools in Tennessee? Do you know?

(Jamie Cerio):
Well, I had head of a charter school tell me that only one out of every five people that inquire about applying at the school end up being eligible.

Arne Duncan:
Yeah, I mean, some of these places it’s easier to get to an Ivy League university than it is to get into an elementary charter school.

(Jamie Cerio):
Uh-huh.

Arne Duncan:
And that doesn’t make sense to me. And I guess what I’m sort of struggling with and really trying to push against is we don’t - as a group of educators around the country, we don’t put a cap each year on the number of students who can graduate. We don’t put a cap each year on the number of students to allow to take AP class. You always try to more, always try to raise graduation rates, we’re trying to get more students taking AP class and high level class.


So if something is working. Again, to be clear, not every charter is but if something is working, if you’re rejecting four out of five people whose options don’t have that opportunity, why would you put an artificial cap on that? Will we ever go to high school and say, “This year we’re only going to let 80% of students graduate; the other 20% you’re not allowed to graduate.”


We would never contemplate doing something like that. So why do we do that here? That doesn’t make sense to me.

(Jamie Cerio):
One quick follow up to you, you know, our state qualifies on a lot of the main policies that the goals are working toward. Our state qualifies on a lot of those but obviously not the charter school one. I’m wondering how heavily you’re going to weigh this progress towards charter school.


I mean, what does it mean to jeopardize? How heavily are you going to weigh that?

Arne Duncan:
Well, we’re still working that through so I can’t give you, you know, a specific answer but we’re going to have a pretty and absolutely simple and objective and transparent application process. And, you know, clear series of questions and a clear series of points assigned to each questions and this is clearly an area where we have significant interest.


The other thing I’d like to make - just make sure I’m being clear of everyone is that by no means do we think charter schools are the only way to innovate; there are lots of other ways to innovate but we just think this is one important innovation and again where we’re seeing success, where we’re seeing parents (unintelligible) look at these options, the cap - this is we’re not looking to cap innovation other areas or limit innovation other areas or limit success.


We want to do more of that. We want to scale up what’s working in all kinds of forms and fashion, including charters. This seems to be the one area just very interesting that has this artificial cap on it.

(Jamie Cerio):
Thank you.

Arne Duncan:
I’ll do one more question, please.

Coordinator:
Next in queue we have Maria Glod.  Please state your affiliation.

(Maria Claude):
Hey, Secretary Duncan, Maria from the Washington Post.

Arne Duncan:
What’s happening, Maria?
(Maria Claude):
Hey, but you actually just answered - you just answered my question so you could take one more.

Arne Duncan:
That’s kind of you. One more please. Thanks, Maria. I owe you one.

Coordinator:
Next in queue, we have Jane Roberts.

Jane Roberts:
Jane Roberts from the Commercial Appeal in Memphis. If the restrictions that are in the Tennessee legislature were to be lifted, we would have 80% of the children in Memphis would be eligible for charter school. What is the real anxiety among clear people - the thinking of people here is that if the best students are taken out of the public schools or by parents who care and are interested in their children’s education, it could possibly lead to some very difficult situations in the public schools. What do you say to that?

Arne Duncan:
Yeah. It’s a really (thoughtful) question. Let me just give you one fact about Tennessee than I answer it more broadly.

Jane Roberts:
Uh-huh.

Arne Duncan:
To the best of my knowledge, I think I’m pretty accurate in this, less than 1% of schools in Tennessee are charter schools -- less than 1. Ninety-nine percent of schools in Tennessee are non-chartered.


But let me just sort of address two things. First of all, charters by definition should be taking students based upon lottery. So we’re not testing kids in; it’s not for magnet schools, it’s not for - it’s not a gifted school.


Secondly, charters are by definition public schools. Somehow people talk about this differently. These are public schools. These are public dollars. These are our children.


And the third thing. I would just tell you from personal experience that I worked in the intercity of Chicago in the south side for six years before I every joined the Board of Education there and worked with a set of children who were very, very poor. Not one had a parent who had ever gone to college. Most of the parents hadn’t graduated from high school. So by any definition, these were, you know, parents coming from pretty tough background.


But let me tell you, every parent wants what’s right for their child. Every parent wants a better education for their child whether that’s a low income parent or a middle-class parent or an upper-class parent. And parents are very, very smart and sophisticated regardless of their own educational background about what the right learning environment is for their child. And the parents that I had the opportunity to work with are unbelievably in tuned with what would be best - where would be best for their child to go.


So I think sometimes we give a little bit patronizing and think that parents can’t, you know, make that decision because they’re not well educated themselves. Well, no one knows their children better than they do and the more we can really empower parents then I would argue particularly a poor parent, parents that haven’t had options. The more we can empower them, and I’d really give them a range of high quality options and let those parents figure out - make a choice. Let those parents figure out what the best learning environment for their child is, the better we’re all going to do.


Historically, in our country, the children of the wealthy have had lots of options. And I was thinking if it’s good enough for the children of the wealthy, and for wealthy families, it’s good - it’s absolutely good enough for parents who historically have had almost no options; one option and maybe that option hasn’t been a good one at all.


And so, it’s a long (response to the) question but giving parents choice, giving them a range of options, these are all public schools, all our tax dollars, all accountable to us and the more we really empower parents to figure out what’s the best learning environment is, I think that’s how - if we’re serious about dramatically closing the achievement gap, if we’re serious about dramatically increasing graduation rates and reducing dropout rates, the better we’re going to do.

Jane Roberts:
Thank you, Secretary.

Peter Cunningham:
Thank you so much, guys. I appreciate your time and that’s all the questions. Take care and have a good day.

Coordinator:
This concludes today’s conference. You may disconnect at this time.

END

