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Secretary of Education, Arne Duncan, appeared before the House Committee on Education and Labor on Wednesday to present his education reform agenda.  The hearing was titled, “Building a Stronger Economy: Spurring Reform and Innovation In American Education”.  Secretary Duncan came to discuss with Committee Members the Administration’s budget for FY 2011; the status of the Student Aid and Fiscal Responsibility Act (SAFRA); and to outline his vision for a reauthorized Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA).

OPENING STATEMENTs & DISCUSSION

Committee Chairman George Miller (D-CA) welcomed the Secretary and praised his work to date, energizing the Department and sharpening its focus on achieving the goal of putting America back on top in college readiness and completion by 2020.  He complimented the work so far by the Administration to move forward with a bipartisan ESEA bill.

Ranking Member John Kline (R-MN) similarly welcomed the Secretary and outlined areas where he saw agreement with his reform minded thinking—support for charter schools and willingness to challenge “old ways of doing business” with education interests.  He disagreed, however, with the “heavy handed” federal intrusion exemplified by recent higher education rulemaking negotiations.  Several other Republican Members of the Committee commented on Administration efforts to hold proprietary schools accountable for the gainful employment of their graduates, which prompted the Secretary to say the negotiation process was far from complete.  Kline also expressed extreme disappointment with the $250 million increase in IDEA funding in the FY 2011 budget, calling it woefully inadequate and urging the Department to “do better for our states and schools.”
WITNESS STATEMENT

Secretary Duncan

Secretary Duncan began by revisiting accomplishments of the Administration and the Congress to date, i.e., appropriating $100 billion through the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) to help prevent job loss for teachers and other school staff and to help fill other gaps in local budgets.  He also spoke of the extraordinary reforms in postsecondary student aid programs that were passed in the House and he hoped would soon move forward in the Senate.  Making college more affordable for more students is the primary goal of the Administration and SAFRA is a key ingredient to moving forward.  The next step, according to Duncan, is the fundamental restructuring of ESEA.

The FY 2011 budget for education seeks to both build on the progress to date through the ARRA and to fund this restructuring through SAFRA.  The budget lays out the core goals for rewriting ESEA and revamping how education funding is distributed.  By making more funding competitive rather than formula driven the Administration hopes to leverage effective reforms.  The goals are straightforward—support reform of struggling schools; improve the quality of teaching and learning; implement comprehensive statewide data systems; and simplify student aid.  

MEMBER QUESTIONS
Chairman Miller opened the questioning by asking about the timetable for rewriting the ESEA bill.  The Secretary said the goal was to have a bill to the President before the end of the year, acknowledging this was ambitious but given the bipartisan effort to date, reasonable.  

Congressman Kildee (D-MI) asked about the Administration’s support for the 21st Century Community Learning Centers program, one that he has long supported and has been invaluable to communities around the country.  Secretary Duncan assured Kildee that support for the program was strong and actually offered the promise of $265 million in increased funding for afterschool in the future.  Duncan said his support for Supplemental Education Services (SES), afterschool tutoring, expanded learning time (ELT) and other efforts to strengthen and extend the school day for young people was “in his DNA.”  He also noted that if the Congress succeeded in passing a reauthorized ESEA bill this year, the President promised an additional $1 billion in education funding—some of which would be targeted to afterschool.  Kildee followed up by telling the Secretary that though he wanted to work with him he remained concern that ELT would divert funds from core afterschool programs.

Congressman Payne (D-NJ) turned to the topic of charter schools, expressing concern that in some instances they provided an alterative to investing in public schools that were hurt by this loss of resources.  Duncan reiterated his support for effective charter models and acknowledged that not all charters met these criteria.  This was a topic that several other Members addressed.

Congressman Souder (R-IN) made a general statement of concern about the challenging financial picture facing schools in his district and around the country.  Though he supported the Secretary’s vision, he was concerned that State Education Agencies (SEAs) and Local Education Agencies (LEAs) are struggling just when the Administration intends to make it harder for them to access federal resources by raising standards, toughening eligibility requirements and increasing competition.

Congressman Thompson (R-PA) and several other Republicans raised concerns about the Department’s capacity to manage the growing Direct Loan Program.  It was noted that the number of Direct Loan schools had doubled in the past year and once SAFRA was enacted another 4,000 schools would enter the program.  According to Thompson, of the six universities in his district, only Penn State was doing well with the conversion to Direct Loans.  Duncan offered to send staff immediately to his district to assist these schools.  Congressman Guthrie (R-KY) added that he would have supported the Direct Loan conversion if the cheaper cost of borrowing that the federal government would enjoy was going to be past on the students.
For a copy of Secretary Duncan’s testimony before the Education and Labor Committee, visit: http://edlabor.house.gov/newsroom/2010/03/sec-duncan-urges-swift-biparti.shtml.
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