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On Wednesday, May 20, 2009, Secretary of Education, Arne Duncan, made his first appearance before the House Education and Labor Committee to discuss President Obama’s education agenda.  Almost all Members of the Committee attended the hearing.  

WITNESSES

· Arne Duncan, U.S. Secretary of Education 
OPENING STATEMENT & DISCUSSION
In his opening remarks Committee Chairman George Miller (D-CA) noted what an important time this was for education by stating that there is a President in office who views education as a means to rebuilding our economy and a Secretary of Education who is prepared to lead a transformation of our schools.   Miller applauded Duncan for capturing the imagination of the Congress and the public with his energetic vision, epitomized by the Race for the Top and What Works Innovation Funds included in the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA). 
Ranking Member Buck McKeon (R-CA) also welcomed the Secretary, noting that they shared much common ground.  He outlined the Republican priorities for education as follows: 

· Education decisions regarding students are best resolved by parents; LEAs, states and the federal government share’s a much more limited role;  

· Supporting and investing in innovation is an appropriate role for the Department of Education;

· Parents need and deserve choices; and

· Federal investments must be met with proven results.

Congressman McKeon said Republicans support removing the arbitrary cap on the number of charter schools in each state and are pleased the President and the Secretary share that point of view.  He expressed disappointment that the Administration was not in full support of the DC Opportunity Scholarship Program and he respectfully disagreed with ending the Federal Family Education Loan Program (FFELP) and converting to a student aid system run by the federal government and private contractors.  

WITNESS STATEMENTS

Arne Duncan, Secretary of Education
Secretary Duncan outlined President Obama’s education plan as a “cradle to career investment.”  The Administration believes that early childhood education prepares young children for successful K-12 experiences.  Students must graduate from high school with the skills necessary to pursue postsecondary education or enter the workforce.  In turn, higher education must become more accessible and affordable and do a better job preparing students for their chosen career paths.  

The American Recovery and Reinvestment Act got the Administration off to a quick start, hopefully preventing job layoffs and helping states fill budget gaps brought on by our faltering economy.  The $48.6 billion State Stabilization Fund (SSF) is now being distributed to states that have made four critical commitments to improving education outcomes for students in their states including: 1.) agreeing to place the most effective teachers in the hardest to serve schools; 2.) raising academic standards aligned with quality assessments; 3.) investing in schools failing to make Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP); and 4.) creating data systems that report on student progress and help teacher improve instructional strategies.

Recognizing that in many instances states will be hard pressed to use the SSF for anything other than plugging holes, Duncan was more optimistic about the $4.3 billion Race to the Top Fund and the $650 million What Work Innovation Fund. These are the resources that will provide states with the resources they need to scale up and expand effective practices that will raise the academic bar and close achievement gaps.

Turning to the FY 2010 budget, Secretary Duncan outlined the new investments that will offer SEAs and LEAs support to accomplish President Obama’s “cradle to career” education goals.  The $1.5 billion in new School Improvement Funds will help meet a goal of turning around 1,000 failing schools annually.  Duncan expressed particular concern for the 2,000 “dropout factories” and outlined other budget initiatives aimed at addressing this issue.  He said he hoped the increased funding for the Teacher Incentive Fund would encourage districts to offer incentives to successful teachers and principals and encourage partnerships.  For early childhood, the Administration has proposed a $300 million Early Learning Challenge Fund along with $500 million for Pre-K expansion under Title I.  Finally the $370 million expansion of Striving Readers will provide funds to improve reading and writing, restoring in part, funding lost with the elimination of the Reading First program.

Turning to higher education, Duncan noted that the government contribution to paying for college has increased significantly in recent years and that trend would continue. President Obama has stated his goal to restore the U.S. position as leader in college attendance by 2020.  The Administration has proposed three critical changes in the delivery of students aid: 1.) making the Pell Grant program an “appropriated entitlement” giving students and families certainty about their grant awards and an assurance that regular increases would be provided; 2.) replace the Federal Family Education Loan Program with the Direct Loan Program, leveraging the governments ability to borrow at a lower rate than private lenders; and 3.) expanding the Federal Perkins Loan program from $1 to $6 billion, increasing the number of school and student participants.  Funds under the new Perkins Loan program would be allocated to schools based on their commitment to keeping down tuition costs.

MEMBER QUESTIONS

Chairman Miller (D-CA) commented on the example Secretary Duncan set for the nation through his work turning around the Chicago Public Schools and commended the Administration for their focus on the high school dropout crisis in the FY 2010 budget.  The first question to the Secretary came from Congressman McKeon (R-CA) who asked Duncan how he had worked with unions in Chicago to get support for his reforms.  Duncan gave the example of several schools in Chicago who agreed to incentive pay for student success as long as every adult in the building shared in the awards.  McKeon also praised the Administration for attempting to persuade colleges to lower tuition, noting that he had introduced a bill to that effect that was soundly defeated.  

Members of the Committee used the question and answer period to ask for the Secretary’s support for individual bills they had introduced or to echo their endorsement of the initiatives that had been put forth by President Obama—in particular early childhood education and making college more affordable.  Several Members brought up key concerns regarding implementation of the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB).  In response Secretary Duncan described his upcoming listening tour around the country where he hopes to hear from “educators on the ground, students and parents” about what works with the law and what needs to change.  He acknowledged that rewriting the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), as he prefers to call the legislation, is a high priority for the President and for him as Secretary.  The reality of the ambitious agenda the President has laid out government wide, however, makes action on ESEA unlikely until next year.  Duncan made it clear that he supports efforts to strengthen standards and develop international benchmarks.  He applauded the work of the Governors and the Council of Chief State School Officers, the business community and the teachers unions to move forward on these issues.

Congressman Jon Kline (R-MN) expressed surprise and disappointment that the Administration had flat funded the IDEA program in the FY 2010 budget, apparently dedicating any new resources for the Department for new, and in his view, untried initiatives.  Duncan responded that there were many competing needs to balance and hard choices that had to be made, noting that IDEA had been generously funded through the ARRA.  This answer clearly did not satisfy Congressman Kline.

Congresswoman Judy Biggert (R-IL) pressed the Secretary on the proposal to eliminate private lenders from the student loan program.  She questioned the ability of the Department to rapidly increase the Direct Loan Program to meet the needs of all students and parents and whether or not it would actually save money.  Duncan defended the decision as “taking the banks off life support” and an example of the Department preferring to “subsidize students rather than lenders”.  Biggert also urged the Secretary to examine the issue of testing special education students under the provisions of the ESEA.  He said he shared her concern in this regard.

Congressman Rush Holt (D-NJ) urged the Secretary to make sure  the Race to the Top and What Works Innovation Funds support science education.  Duncan responded that improving teaching and learning in the science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) disciplines was a major priority for the Administration.  Holt responded that the Math Science Partnership program is the only dedicated funding for teacher professional development in this area and questioned why funding is cut in the FY 2010 budget proposal if it is a priority.  Perhaps to the relief of Secretary Duncan, Chairman Miller concluded the hearing at that moment so there was no time for a response.  Miller thanked the Secretary for appearing before the Committee and urged those Members who had not been able to ask questions to submit them in writing.
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