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On Friday, October 22, the U.S. Department of Education hosted another in its ongoing series of Stakeholders Forums to update advocates, national education organizations and parent and community organizations about the Department’s reform efforts and program activities.  This briefing included information on Race to the Top (RTT) technical assistance, next steps for the RTT state assessment consortia, Promise Neighborhoods investments and the launch of the TEACH Campaign.  In addition, Secretary Arne Duncan addressed the audience and provided an overview of his top priorities for the 2010-2011 academic school year.

Speakers

· Arne Duncan, Secretary, U.S. Department of Education
· Judy Wurtzel, Deputy Assistant Secretary, Planning, Evaluation & Policy Development, U.S. Department of Education
· Matt Gandal, Executive Vice President, Achieve
· Joe Willhoft, Assistant Superintendent for Assessment/Student Information, Washington 
· Larkin Tackett, Deputy Program Director, Promise Neighborhoods, U.S. Department of Education
· Brad Jupp, Senior Program Advisor, TEACH Campaign, U.S. Department of Education
· Massie Ritsch, Deputy Assistant Secretary, External Affairs and Outreach Services, U.S. Department of Education (Moderator)
summary

Secretary Arne Duncan

Secretary Duncan surprised the audience in the Barnard Auditorium at the Department of Education (ED) by appearing as the first speaker at the forum.  After welcoming the audience, he provided an outline of his top five priorities for the remainder of the 2010-2011 academic school year.  First, he and his staff remain focused on the reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA).  Duncan stated that even in a new Congress with a potential change in leadership, he remains “pretty optimistic” about being able to move forward on this piece of legislation.  Secondly, Duncan expressed his view that not enough has been accomplished related to early childhood education.  He said that more funding was necessary to increase both quality and access to early childhood programs, especially for three- and four-year olds.  At the same time, Duncan noted how difficult it will be in next year’s budget to increase funding for education programs, and admitted “we’re all going to have to do more for less.”  With this reality, however, the Secretary explained his third priority is to start a national conversation in January focused on “how best to share information, replicate best practices and be smarter about our work.”  Moreover, Duncan’s fourth priority is to continue the productive conversations he has been having with the National Education Assocation (NEA) and American Federation of Teachers (AFT) on innovative labor/management agreements that respond to the needs of both teachers and students.  He cited recent, ground-breaking contracts signed in Washington, DC and Florida, and in early 2011, Duncan announced that ED will host a national conference on the topic.  Lastly, the Secretary emphasized the continued importance of the Administration’s priority programs, i.e., Race to the Top (RTT), Investing in Innovation (i3) and Promise Neighborhoods.  The new focus, however, must become the successful implementation of these grant programs.  As a result, ED has created a new internal “service delivery unit” to be better partners to States and districts for successful implementation and capacity building.       
Lastly, Duncan highlighted the importance of ED’s new national campaign to recruit more teachers and the launch of Teach.gov.  The goal of this effort is to increase the number, quality, and diversity of people seeking to become teachers, particularly in high-need schools, in both rural and urban areas.  The campaign is also focusing on recruitment of teachers for subjects in greatest demand—Science, Technology, Engineering and Math (STEM)—and on teachers of English language learners and special education.
Race to the Top Technical Assistance Network
Judy Wurtzel agreed with the Secretary’s assessment that the “hard job of implementation” of the Administration’s priority programs is now at hand.  In response to this challenge, ED has developed a new Race to the Top Technical Assistance (RTTTA) Network which will support States in implementing RTT reforms to achieve improvements in student outcomes.  The goal of this assistance will be to build the capacity of States to drive reform; support States to work with Local Education Agencies (LEAs) on reform efforts; identify promising practices for all RTT grantees and all States; facilitate collaboration among States; and increase transparency and appropriate and efficient use of funds.  To lead the work of the RTTTA Network, ED awarded a four-year $43 million contract to ICF International (ICF) and Cross & Joftus.  In addition, the contractor is eligible for up to a $5 million performance bonus based on metrics, including implementation of RTT plans; student achievement; and delivery of high quality services.  The contractor’s work will also be supported by subcontracts to: Alvarez and Marsal, Education Northwest, Learning Point Associates, Mid-continent Research for Education and Learning (McREL), Miko Group, and SEDL.
Wurtzel provided an overview of the design of the RTTTA Network.  She stated it must be “demand-driven and flexible” to support States’ goals and needs.  In addition, high quality technical assistance must be delivered while supporting state-led reform; and it must be adaptable over time to ensure ongoing quality and relevance of services and resources.  Wurtzel also stressed that while the RTTTA Network will initially partner with RTT states to create communities of practice; identify common needs across grantees; and develop knowledge management tools, the overall purpose of the Network is to help all states move forward with their own reforms.  Specifically, a RTT website will be developed to make the reform work broadly available to help scale effective practices as well as the implementation of other vehicles for support, such as national convenings.  Wurtzel concluded her presentation by announcing the first of these meetings will be held for all leaders in State Education Agencies on December 2-3 in Chicago to discuss capacity building and effectively meeting the four assurances as part of RTT.  

RTT Assessment Grants
Under RTT, the Department awarded approximately $330 million for two consortia to develop the next generation of assessments aligned with college- and career-ready standards.  The two consortia are the Partnership for the Assessment of Readiness for College and Careers (PARCC) and the SMARTER Balanced Assessment Consortium (SBAC).  They include 44 states and the District of Columbia, who were awarded $170 and $160 million respectively.  Representatives from each partnership provided details of their plans for implementation and engagement.
Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for College and Careers 

Matt Gandal provided an overview of the Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for College and Careers (PARCC) which received one of the two RTT Assessment grants from ED to develop a K-12 assessment system aligned to the Common Core State Standards.  This consortium of 26 states has joined together to build their collective capacity to increase high school graduation rates of students prepared for success in college and the workplace and provide students, parents, teachers and policymakers with the tools they need to help students – from grade three through high school – stay on track and graduate prepared.  PARCC selected Achieve as the Project Management Partner of the consortium to coordinate the work of the partnership; Florida serves as the fiscal agent; and the Massachusetts Commissioner of Elementary and Secondary Education serves as the Board Chair.  
PARCC’s proposed assessment system will include a mix of constructed response items, performance tasks and computer-enhanced, computer-scored items.  Assessments for grades 6-12 will be computer-based while grades 3-5 will be administered via paper and pencil initially.  Gandal explained that students will take parts of the assessment at key times during the school year, closer to when they learn the material, rather than waiting for one big test at the end of the year.  Teachers and principals will be able to see how students are progressing towards achieving the standards at key points in the school year, allowing them to adjust instructional practices or give extra support to students who need it.  Formative tools and performance data updates will also be developed and shared with key stakeholders such as teachers, school leaders, district administrators and state officials.  In addition, in order to ensure the assessment system is anchored in what it takes to be successful in college and careers, higher education systems and institutions in all PARCC states will participate in the development of the new high school tests. Over 200 higher education institutions, including some of the largest in the country, have agreed to participate.  The goal will be for those institutions, and the nearly 1,000 campuses they represent, to honor the results of the new assessments as an indicator of students’ readiness to take first-year credit-bearing courses.  For more specific information about PARCC go to: www.fldoe.org/parcc/. 
SMARTER Balanced Assessment Consortium 
Representing the other RTT Assessment grant awarded by ED, Joe Willhoft provided an overview of the 31-state SMARTER Balanced Assessment Consortium (SBAC).  Washington State serves as the partnership’s fiscal agent, and West Ed was selected as the Project Management Partner.  As part of SBAC’s theory of action, the consortium will create state-of-the-art adaptive online exams, using “open source” technology.  The online system will provide accurate assessment information to teachers and others on the progress of all students, including those with disabilities, English language learners and low- and high-performing students.  Willhoft stressed that Universal Design for Learning will be used when designing test questions, and the development will thoughtfully consider how to include English language learners and students with disabilities appropriately.  The system will include the required summative exams (offered twice each school year); optional formative, or benchmark, exams; and a variety of tools, processes and practices that teachers may use in planning and implementing informal, ongoing assessment.  This will assist teachers in understanding what students are and are not learning on a daily basis so they can adjust instruction accordingly.   For more specific information about SBAC go to: http://www.k12.wa.us/SMARTER/. 
Promise Neighborhoods

Larkin Tackett provided a brief update on the status of the Promise Neighborhoods Initiative.  In September, ED awarded 21 one-year planning grants to entities in 12 states and the District of Columbia to develop plans to provide cradle-to-career services that improve the educational achievement and healthy development of children.  Tackett also explained that Promise Neighborhoods is a cornerstone of the White House Neighborhood Revitalization Initiative which is a new approach to federal engagement in neighborhoods of concentrated poverty.  This multi-agency, coordinated initiative is designed to be flexible and data- and results-driven in order to break down the funding and programmatic silos among agencies and provide more resources to impoverished neighborhood.  For more information go to: http://www.whitehouse.gov/sites/default/files/nri_description.pdf. 
Teach campaign

The last speaker, Brad Jupp, explained ED’s goal to actively engage the next generation of teachers to join those already in the classroom.  He noted that the nation will need to hire approximately 1.8 million teachers in the next 10 years, and the challenge is how to “go to scale” and hire a more diverse teacher workforce that looks like the students being taught in today’s classrooms.  “We want the best and brightest to pursue these jobs,” Jupp stated, and, “We need to address critical shortage areas such as math, science, special education and English language learners” by “encouraging young people who have the most talent and skill in these subject areas to become teachers.”  To meet this challenge, ED developed the TEACH Campaign to elevate the profession of teaching through a comprehensive social marketing campaign.  The effort will include using celebrity spokespersons; reaching out directly to young people ages 18-25 years old; utilizing teachers already in the classroom to speak out to aspiring teachers; and creating a new website, teach.gov, to help interested individuals create a “custom pathway to jobs in teaching.”  Jupp concluded by urging partner organizations to help in the campaign by integrating the TEACH campaign messages, echoing the call to the profession and identifying sources of potential teachers through leadership groups, churches, fraternities and sororities and service organizations.  
Conclusion
Massie Ritsch concluded the forum by urging stakeholders to remain involved and engaged in all of ED’s efforts.  Clearly, a busy school year is unfolding for ED staff as they work on implementation efforts, legislative reform and a new social marketing campaign.  A video and transcript of the forum is available at: http://www2.ed.gov/news/events/forum.html.
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