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Coordinator:
Welcome everyone and thank you for standing by. At this time, I’d like to inform all participants that your lines will be in a listen-only mode until the question-and-answer session of today’s conference call.

If you would like to ask questions during today’s question-and-answer session, please press star, 1 on your touchtone phone. To withdraw your request, you may press star, 2.

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


I would now like to turn the conference call over to our first speaker, Mr. John White. Thank you sir, you may begin.

John White:
Thank you very much. Good afternoon, good day everyone. This is 
John White, Deputy Assistant Secretary for Rural Outreach at the US Department of Education, and we’re joined by Gary Allan, Chief of Universal Services at the US Department of Agriculture’s Rural Development Office. And, we were hoping to have Cheryl Cook here - Deputy Undersecretary from USDA Rural Development. She has been detained, but we’re going to move forward with today’s call.

And just to give you some background first. Towards the end of last year, Secretary (Tom) Vilsack at the Department of Agriculture came to Secretary (Arne) Duncan here at Education asked for assistance in increasing awareness of the tremendous amount of resources available to schools through USDA’s Rural Development Offices. And in different places that I’ve been over the last 19 months or so, I always ask school leaders, when you need resources, when you're looking for support, other than the Department of Education, where else do you look? Do you ask your local USDA office for help?

And in many cases, people just don’t think of USDA when it comes to resources for education. And so, we’re committed to increasing that awareness and access to resources. And what Cheryl Cook would tell you, if she was here to talk about some of the programs, is there are 40 different programs available through the USDA Rural Development Offices, and many of them, for example, the Community Facilities Programs, would be great resources to high-need rural schools.

So we’re going to go through a few examples here today, and Gary will go into great detail on the distance learning and technology side of things, and then we’ll open it up to your questions. So as we go through, if you want to hit star, 1 to get in the queue for your questions, you may do that and then we’ll take questions at the end of the presentation.

So if you just think about some of the needs that rural schools have, especially needs high poverty rural schools may have, that USDA can be a great partner for. You should really take a look at the Community Facilities Program. With the Community Facilities Loans and Grants Program, they (USDA offices) can help with funding projects that are in essence developing essential community facilities. That could include hospitals, fire, public safety, libraries, SCHOOLS, daycare centers, early childhood, and et cetera.

So if you think about an example of how the Community Facilities Program could be used, it could be used to build new schools, to remodel or renovate existing schools. Cheryl Cook even said to me one day that if a school is trying to improve the quality of its meal programs, through the Community Facilities Program, they could improve the entire kitchen and cafeteria at the same time. So, it could be a huge resource. The proposed budget for 2011 was $295 million in direct loans, $206 million in guaranteed loans, and $30 million in grants available.


And we’re going to send you some follow-up material after this call that shows you how this has happened, how it has been applied in real life. For example in Dillon County, South Carolina, they used the Community Facilities Program to build two new schools, to renovate two existing schools in a persistently high poverty county.

And in South Dakota, the Red Cloud Indian School not only used it to improve and make major facility improvements, but they used it to build teacher housing beside the school, because the trailers that teachers were using were old, they were leaking, they were beyond repair. So, they used this program to build teacher housing next to the school to keep those teachers where they were needed on the Pine Ridge Reservation.


One of the other programs that of course you should be aware of is the Rural Housing Service Direct Loans and Guaranteed Loans Program. It can be a great tool for teacher recruitment and for retention. With single-family direct loans, there is an income requirement, less than 80% of the area median income. With a guaranteed loan, the income level is 115% of the area median income. And again, these are in high poverty areas.

And, the Rural Housing Service is the only Federal agency that provides direct loans for this purpose. And just to give you an example of how that has worked in the real world, the USDA office in Missouri gave me an example of a teacher. She’s a bi-lingual teacher with a Masters Degree in reading. She was in her seventh year of teaching in Missouri in Dallas County. She taught high school Spanish and was the school Librarian. She’s also a single mother with a nine year old son and wanted to live closer to where she teaches, or she was afraid that she was going to have to leave the school and find housing elsewhere.

By working with her USDA State office, she was able to apply and receive what’s called a 502 Direct Home Loan Program. They were able to get her in under the income requirements using allowable deductions for children and other things. And when she found the home that she wanted, she was able to use the funding to make improvements, to the roof, to remodel the home. When they pulled up the carpet, they found hardwood floors. They were able to resurface those floors. Now she has a beautiful new home. for she and her son. She’s able to have a very short commute to work, and that school was able to keep that teacher. So another great tool for teacher recruitment and retention would be the Rural Housing Service Loan Programs.

And now I’m going to turn it over to Gary Allen to talk more about the Distance Learning and Telemedicine Program. They have grants that can be used for equipment and resources for distance learning. And I think on one of our previous calls, there was even a Superintendent who said he had four juvenile detention systems within his district, and the question was could that grant program support distance learning inside the juvenile facility?

And I think Gary said, “absolutely. In fact, it’s already in use for Telemedicine.” He didn’t see why it couldn’t be used for education and distance learning as well. So I’ll let Gary explain the Distance Learning and Telemedicine Program a little further, and then we’ll take some more questions. We’ll take your questions and go over a few more programs. So Gary, if you'll go ahead?
Gary Allen:
Thank you very much, John. The Distance Learning and Telemedicine Program has been around since 1993. It’s pretty popular. Not a huge amount of funding, but very available program, very popular with the constituents who use it, and very popular on the Hill.


There are three funding arms of the program set up legislatively. There’s a 100% grant, a combination loan/grant, and a 100% loan program. Right now, for the last several years, Congress has not appropriated any funds for the loan programs, so we are -- we have only been able to offer the 100% grant program. Grants can be between $50,000 and $500,000.

And I’m going to -- I know John will be sending out some information to all of you who are on the call after this is over -- and he’ll be sending you some links to our Web pages that will get you to the application guide. At this very moment, the application guide you'll find there is the 2010 guide. The 2011 guide will be posted in the very near future, right after the announcement of this year’s program gets posted in the Federal Register. But that’s the application guide, it is the best source of material for this program.

John White:
Gary, could you give some examples of how the Distance Learning Program or Technology Program has been used?

Gary Allen:
Yes. The single most popular application we see now from a technology standpoint is video conferencing, whether it’s for having schools connecting a group of rural schools so they can share teachers, or a group of rural schools with a Community College or a local university. And on the telemedicine side a similar thing. You know, we’re allowing rural clinics to connect with each other. And so, that is by far the most common thing we see on the distance learning side.
John White:
Can you talk a little bit about the application process? My understanding with some of the Community Facilities Programs, when people go into the Rural Development Office, they have help there so that people aren’t trying to work through the grant application process alone.
Gary Allen:
This program (Distance Learning and Telemedicine) is a competition. It’s a national competition, and we don’t really feel it’s appropriate for USDA employees to give direct assistance to applicants. However, we have provided, we’ve put a lot of work into an application guide. That’s, you know, approaching 100 pages now.

Every year we add to that guide as you know, every year, applicants make mistakes and we add new things to warn applicants about. And so, that is the best source of information you can find about this program. And, it provides uniform application information to everybody.
John White:
Okay. Terrific. Some of the information that we’ll send out today following the call will have contacts to your local and your state USDA Rural Development Office as well so that they can provide whatever assistance they are able to provide.

Gary Allen:
And certainly, you can - you know when you have questions about the application process, you can call the staff in here in Washington, or you can call or field staff or our RD office. Generally it’s best to call the headquarters office, because we’re the people who work with this program every day, and we’ll have our fingers on the answers most readily.

John White:
That’s terrific. Thanks, Gary.

Gary Allen:
Sure.

John White:
Some of the other programs that USDA has that you'll receive information on following this call include a program called Fuels for Schools. So for schools that are near a national forest, there’s a program that promotes and encourages the use of woody biomass as a renewable, natural fuel source, and actually saves schools on the heating costs. And, we have some great success stories on this program, especially in Montana and some other places with national forests.

USDA’s Community Facilities Grants Program can also be used to replace school busses. In Mississippi, USDA awarded a $54,000 grant to an organization called the Institute for Community Services, which purchased a school bus for a Head Start center. So we’re going to send you some more information about what’s available through USDA and a few other federal agencies that could be great resources for schools.

At this time, we’ll open up the call for questions with help from our coordinator, (Bridgette).

Coordinator:
Thank you. Again at this time if you have questions or comments, please press star, 1 on your touchtone phone. Again, that is star, 1 on your touchtone phone if you have any questions or comments.


We’ll wait one moment to see if we get any responses. Thank you.


Okay. We do have a response from Steven Breckon. Your line is open.

Steven Breckon:
Good afternoon. We in Illinois are facing restricted funding and cut backs in pre-school and those pre-school services, and we were looking for sources of funding to help with - like busses for Head Start might work. Some - pre-school are not part of the public schools so much, but part of the community, and housing is somewhere else. We need to investigate sources of funding to help this pre-school stuff continue.

John White:
So, I would definitely contact your closest USDA office and ask about their Community Facilities Program.

Steven Breckon:
Yes.

John White:
With loans and grants available for that type of use, they can help with building and facility needs. And like I said before, they’ve used it with covering the costs of a school bus as well. So you said you're from Illinois?

Steven Breckon:
Yes, sir.

John White:
I’ll be sending information out that will have direct phone numbers and contacts to your local and your state office.

Steven Breckon:
Excellent. I’m the Exec Director of the Association of Illinois Rural and Small Schools, so I will spread the message to several hundred people.

John White:
That’s terrific. And you could email me, john.white@ed.gov and we could keep in touch.

Steven Breckon:
Okay. That was john...
John White:
john.white@ed.gov.

Steven Breckon:
.white - okay. I got you. Thank you.

John White:
Thank you.

Coordinator:
Thank you. And our next question would be from Jon Habben. Your line is open.
Jon Habben:
Yes. I’m the Executive Director at Nebraska Rural Community Schools Association, the affiliate to the NREA. We are having a spring conference in late March, and I will have approximately 180 member school districts that will be sending individuals to that. I appreciate you sending out information because I have a feeling we haven’t received information -- having been a former Superintendent -- from USDA on any of these kinds of things, so I assume we have to do the searching as individual school districts?

Gary Allen:
Well, it’s interesting because Nebraska has been one of the strongest states in applying for the Distance Learning and Telemedicine Program. I can’t speak for the activity in programs like Community Facilities and things like that. But, we have - we’ve averaged five to ten applications from Nebraska. What do you have? Educational Service Agencies in Nebraska?

Jon Habben:
Well, we have ten Education Service Agencies that are members of our association...
Gary Allen:
Okay.

Jon Habben:
...and we’re aware that they make applications for consortiums and that sort of thing. But in talking about these other grants that appear to be available, I’m not sure our school district - our individual school districts - have been made aware of these possibilities.

So, my question is, am I correct in assuming that the individual school district needs to search out the information because we’re not going to get it from the USDA?

John White:
So Jon, I think USDA definitely has a marketing program and budget, but one of the things that Secretary Duncan from Education committed to was having our ten regional offices work collaboratively with the 40-some USDA state offices that are around the country, so that we can do direct outreach to school districts and school leaders.


So anyone who hasn’t heard from either one of us before should be hearing from us this year and we making sure that they know how to contact USDA for these resources.

Jon Habben:
Now, will this information come to us in the follow-up materials to this conference call?

John White:
Absolutely.
Jon Habben:
That’d be great, because we will happily get it out to our members. Thank you very much.

John White:
Terrific. We’ll be sending you contact numbers and an Internet tool where they can plug in their location and find the closest local office as well.

Jon Habben:
I appreciate that. Thank you.
John White:
Yes.

Coordinator:
Thank you. And our next question will come from (Tina Gore). You're line is open.

(Tina Gore):
Okay. Could you expand a little bit more on the Fuels for Schools as far as replacing school busses, is my first question.
Gary Allen:
I’ve got to apologize - I’ve to got speak up on John’s behalf. On the last call we did, Cheryl was on the call and the questions were all directed to me. And now that Cheryl’s not here, all the questions are being directed to her, and poor John’s having to fill in. So...
John White:
That’s okay.

Gary Allen:
...he deserves a lot of credit for this.

John White:
That’s okay. Let me just differentiate on those two. The school bus replacement idea could be funded through the Community Facilities Program. Community Facilities has a grants and loans program that will allow the purchase of equipment, including school busses for a community facility. So, that’s the program you want to ask about.

(Tina Gore):
Okay.

John White:
The Fuels for Schools program would be a way to convert from say you know a traditional fuel burning furnace to a wood burning furnace and save on energy costs.
(Tina Gore):
Okay.

John White:
And if you go to fuelsforschools.info for info online -- www.fuelsforschools.info/, it will take you directly to the program, and there will be in the follow-up materials we send.
(Tina Gore):
Okay.


And then as the distance learning, is this more - are grants available beyond video conferencing in distance learning, as far as technology, or is this one just specifically distance learning?

Gary Allen:
This is not a technology grant program. It’s not an educational program. It’s a program designed to use telecommunications to connect people who aren’t in the same place.
(Tina Gore):
Okay.

Gary Allen:
So, it’s not just to buy computers for your schools and things like that. It’s - there’s got to be some educational - the shorthand thing I say is this program connects students and teachers who aren’t in the same place, and doctors and patients who aren’t in the same place.

John White:
And just to give you an example, on the materials we’ll send, one of the examples we used is from an association -- the Association of Computer Technology Educators in Maine. So, they used the grant program to basically use video conferencing facilities to connect 25 schools in 18 communities in Southern Maine. And when they used this, it was installed at the University of Maine to provide elementary and high school courses in addition to college level course work in those schools.


And then there was another program that you'll see in New York - Upstate New York that used the Distance Learning Grant to install distance learning in classrooms in 14 different schools.
Gary Allen:
But it’s also very common for rural schools to get together so they can share teachers. The common thing is one school has a Spanish teacher; one school has a French teacher, and so they can offer both courses because they can get enough students from four or five schools when they group them together.

John White:
Exactly.


I think about when Secretary Duncan was in North Dakota this year. He saw a teacher who was an Anatomy teacher, and he was able to teach classes in five different schools at once using video conferencing technology.
(Tina Gore):
We have quite a bit of that going on here in Colorado, and that’s why I was wanting some clarification as far as how far this grant went, as far as video conferencing and the connection and that. And so, is a collaborative effort between a number of districts or schools a strength to that, versus just one or two?

Gary Allen:
It’s the most common technique. We usually see - most of our applications come from more than one school district. And if they come from one school district, they generally have a large number of schools to connect. So I would strongly recommend if you have any interest in this program to - when you get the email from John - to look at the Web site and just start glancing through the application guide at the kinds of projects.


Or maybe better yet, look at the on the same Web site, you'll find the project summaries and you can see what other schools are doing. These are brief summaries. They’re just a couple paragraphs, but they’ll give you some idea of what they’re doing.

(Tina Gore):
Okay.

Gary Allen:
I do want to stress also this program was designed to work hand in hand with the E-Rate Program that buys down the cost of Internet connections. So it does not pay for the transmission itself, whether that’s - whether it’s buying Internet access or whether it’s laying cable between your schools. It just provides the end user equipment at each site. The goal is to have it work with the Internet connection which is being bought down by the E-Rate.

(Tina Gore):
Okay.

I have one other question, back to the Fuels for Schools. My district owns over 87 acres of forest land. Some of that has beetle kill, as many people were - Colorado has had that issue for awhile. Does this grant cover something in connection with removal of beetle kill which obviously once the wood - once the trees are taken down, they are used for a variety of things, and fuel is one.
John White:
So I would say...
(Tina Gore):
Is there something...
John White:
I would say the best idea is to contact the USDA Forest Service.
(Tina Gore):
Okay.

John White:
One of the things that Secretary Duncan or Secretary Vilsack said to Secretary Duncan was that - he talked about the beetle kill specifically and how much of the forest needed to be cleared just as a matter of maintenance to prevent beetle kill and to prevent forest fires, and how this was a natural fit for the Fuels for Schools Program.

(Tina Gore):
Yes.

John White:
So once we send the information out, if you want to contact your local USDA office, I’m sure they’ll be happy to discuss that in greater detail. But it sounds like a - exactly the type of thing the program was created for.

(Tina Gore):
Okay. Okay, thank you.

John White:
Yes.

Coordinator:
Thank you. And as a final reminder, if there are questions or comments you'd like to make at this time, please press star, 1 on your touchtone phone.

Again, that is star, 1 on your touchtone phone if you have questions or comments. And we’ll wait one more moment to see if we get any additional responses.


I’m showing no additional responses at this time.

John White:
Okay (Bridgette), that looks like that’s the end of our call today, and I really appreciate your help. And we both appreciate everyone who dialed in for this call. Gary, thanks for your help.

Gary Allen:
You're welcome, and thank you.

John White:
Absolutely. And we’ll be sending everyone out to the - we’ll be sending information out to the AASA and to NREA to make sure that all members get this information. The people on the call and the people that could not make the call, so that they can follow-up with USDA and find the resources that their schools need.


So thanks for all your help today and this ends our call.

Gary Allen:
Bye-bye.

Coordinator:
Again, we thank you all for your participation. You may now disconnect at this time. Thank you.

END

