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Coordinator:
Welcome and thank you for standing by. At this time all participants are in a listen only mode until the question and answer period. If you would like to ask a question at that time, please press star then 1 on your touchtone telephone.


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

Now I’d like to turn the call over to your host, Mr. John White. Sir, you may begin.

John White:
Thank you and good afternoon. This is John White, the deputy assistant secretary for rural outreach at the Department of Education. And as you know, the reason for today’s call is that the Secretary of Education, Arne Duncan, is committed to working collaboratively across federal agencies to provide support for rural schools.


And as part of honoring that commitment we are scheduling a series of conference calls to keep you up to date about opportunities to communicate to your schools and bring more resources their way. So as part of that series, we’re going to begin today with Secretary Duncan opening up this conversation. Secretary Duncan.

Arne Duncan:
I’ll be very quick before I turn it over to Secretary Vilsack. First of all, Gene (Wilhoit), I want to thank you and CCSSO for pulling together this network of chiefs that understand the unique challenges and opportunities in rural and remote schools and, Gene, you’ve just been an amazing, amazing partner in so many ways and we hope to have a chance to continue to work with you on this.


This call is so important because we have a chance, as John said, across agencies I think to provide a phenomenal level of support to rural schools that you may not be aware of and the opportunities may not have been there historically.


And we have to work together as a cabinet to help your students have a chance to get a great education. In August we were so pleased with USDA’s announcement of funding for broadband to build out in rural communities across the country. And the work of the USDA, Commerce and the FCC on the build out of broadband is an ideal case study of how multiple agencies can, you know, get across silos and leverage resources to target and help fix a critical need.


Today’s call I think is the next step in this process, in this evolution. And as all of you know, many other agencies beyond the Department of Education are actively involved and actively invest in education. The USDA has an amazing infrastructure across states and a broad array of programs that can help poor and rural communities with school modernization, teacher housing, technology, nutrition.


And we’re working together to reauthorize the Child Nutrition Act, and even ways to save on energy costs. The Department of Treasury provides school construction bonds and the Department of Transportation has a rural transit program.

As we go forward with further conversations on other dates we can discuss support for teachers and higher education. But today we really want to highlight a few examples of educational programs that are administered by the USDA and available specifically and actually solely for rural schools.


Secretary Vilsack will describe in detail what his agency’s doing and ask for your help to make sure schools and districts know where to turn for additional resources. We’ll take your questions at then end and we have staff to help on the details.


Finally, our Department of Education’s ten regional offices will work collaboratively with USDA rural development state offices to reach out to schools directly and provide assistance with accessing USDA programs. And additionally John and our intergovernmental affairs team, or IGA, team will work with staff and Gene Wilhoit at CCSSO to coordinate regular conversations about additional opportunities to help rural schools.


I’ll just say before I turn it over to Tom, that there is not a more committed partner and collaborator anywhere here then Tom Vilsack. He’s been an absolute champion for world communities. Every time we talk, every time we get together he’s asking what can they do to help more in terms of rural education and his creativity and leadership here has been just amazing to watch.


So Secretary Vilsack, I’ll turn it over to you and just want to publicly thank you for being an extraordinary partner.

Tom Vilsack:
Arne, thanks very much and to all the school superintendents, thank you for taking time from what I know are very busy schedules at the beginning of the school year to visit with us.


And I certainly want to thank the Secretary of Education for this opportunity. I want to sort of establish my credentials. As a governor of Iowa for eight years, we were very committed to rural schools and my wife, Christie, was a middle school teacher in a small town school in Mt. Pleasant, Iowa for over 25 years.

So it’s - education is something that’s very, very important to me and I understand and appreciate the job in challenging economic times that all of you have. And so when Arne and I were talking one day about how we could provide some degree of help and assistance to the Department of Education as it was working with its Race to the Top efforts and its school improvement efforts, I pointed out to him that we are engaged in a wide variety of ways in which we might be of some help to school districts.


And so what I’d like to do is just review a couple of them for you today. First and foremost, I think you need to know and be aware of what we refer to as our community facility grant and loan program.

In Northern Virginia this year that facility program is going to help provide the financing for the construction of a new high school. Sometimes bond issues are expensive and it is possible that the community facility grant loan program the USDA runs can be a good alternative for you to at least look at and consider.


That program as is - provides loans and grants to rural towns and school districts where the population is 20,000 or less. It can either be a direct loan or a loan guarantee or a grant. And it must be to public entities such as a school district. The purpose of this is to basically improve the quality of life and certainly schools - equipping schools with computer technology, expansion, physical plant improvements, expansion of your grounds in terms of athletic facilities, things of that nature that you may be considering that are potentially smaller projects that may not merit a bond issue.


You may be concerned about the possibility of passing a bond issue in this tough economic time. There is a chance for you to look at a USDA community facility grant program and loan program. And what I’m going to instruct my staff to do is to provide John White with a complete list of the 850 rural development offices that we have around the country and each state’s state rural development director’s contact information so that U.S. superintendents can access that information and at least reach out to our rural development specialists to learn more about how a community facility program might potentially work for your school district.


The second thing I’d like to visit with you briefly about is I know as you, especially in rural schools, are looking for opportunities to recruit bright young teachers and oftentimes are faced with the dilemma of trying to retain those bright young teachers.


One possibility you might consider is accessing through the USDA assistance for teachers or coaches or other key personnel in our single family housing program. This is a program that provides direct housing grants or guarantees loan guarantees to commercial bank on very favorable terms oftentimes with little or no down payment.


And that’s a key consideration as you try to recruit a young teacher who may be faced with a student loan to your community. If you’re working with your local bank and can make a housing loan available with little or no down payment, that may be the type of enticement that not only gets the teacher to come to your school district but also once they establish home ownership and roots, it may be something that gives them reason for staying there and you can get the benefit of their experience as they grow and mature as a classroom educator.


Our single family housing program operates through our rural development offices and again it’s something that many banks - commercial banks, community banks, are fully and completely aware of. And oftentimes it can be a very valuable resource for you to know a little bit more about and to utilize in recruitment and retention efforts.


Secretary Duncan mentioned that we also provide some assistance and help in broadband while the grants and loans that we announced are part of the Recovery and Reinvestment Act and that program is essentially finished.


We have a regular loan program that’s also available where school districts might be working with local telephone companies who are seeking to expand or upgrade broadband access or satellite access. It’s something that you might encourage the local telephone company or the local cable company to consider and reach out to our rural development folks to ask them about the rural utility service broadband program to see if there might be potential financing there that might be of assistance and help.


And finally, Secretary Duncan also mentioned that we are providing help and assistance with school districts around the country, especially as it relates to a new and exciting initiative that we refer to as Fuels for Schools. Now this is an initiative that is through our forest service. USDA has responsibility for the U.S. Forest Service.


And we are using existing programs to promote the use of wood biomass as an energy source for schools. We have been working with a variety of schools, a little over a dozen schools across the country primarily in the Western part of the country in Montana and Nevada and Idaho and in North Dakota in an effort to try to encourage them to use wood biomass that we are accumulating by doing a little better job of maintaining our forest and making it more resilient.


And we’re providing assistance with resources that can help you use this wood biomass and convert your fuel needs to - moving away from coal or propane or whatever that you might be using - or natural gas. And that’s essentially a focus on wood burning activities.


We’ve saved, from the beginning of this program, about a dozen schools $1.8 million in estimated annual fuel savings over the course of this program. This started in 2003 and it’s continued right up to the current time.


So this Fuels for School initiative as I say is through the Forest Service and you may want to reach out if you are a school district that’s in or near a national forest. You may want to reach out to the local forest service individuals and officials to see if they might be able to provide you some additional information. It’s also an opportunity to use it as an educational tool for any science classes that you might have.

We are very interested in working with the Department of Education, with school superintendents, state school superintendents and individual school superintendents to make sure that you have a full understanding of USDA’s programs to help you recruit and retain teachers, to help you improve the physical and equipment needs of your schools and also to take a look at ways in which we can creatively address your broadband issues and your fuel issues. And I hope that we can work in partnership with all of you to make you aware of the programs and hopefully some of them are of benefit to you.

Arne, I think I’m happy to take questions if there are any.

Coordinator:
Thank you sir. If you would like to ask a question, please press star then 1 on your touchtone phone. To withdraw your request you may press star 2. Once again, if you would like to ask a question, please press star then 1 now.

And at this time, sir, I have no questions in queue.

John White:
Okay, (Matt), let’s give it one more minute. Anybody have a question for the - either secretaries please?

Coordinator:
Thank you. And as a reminder if you’d like to ask a question, please press star 1. Our first question is from Tom Oster with South Dakota. Your line is open.

Thomas Oster:
Thank you. And thank you Secretary Duncan and Secretary Vilsack. This question is not on all of the items that you’ve touched on here and a couple of those are very exciting. The community facility grant loan program I can see being beneficial in South Dakota.


I do have a question - and I hope this is okay to ask and it’s not on one of these items but it concerns the longitudinal data system grants. You know, as I understand it there are nine states sort of that have not received those grants. Can you tell me when is another round of those grants coming out and is there anything that the Department of Ed can do at your level to help those states facilitate the applications if they do not have the capacity to write these grants to make sure that the nine states that are left are funded?
Arne Duncan:
Yes, I’ll take this one Tom. And if it’s a question that’s sort of not on the topic, maybe you shoot us an email and we’ll follow up with those. Just quickly, we are going to continue to fund this for the long haul.

We’re actually trying to engage in conversations now with those states who haven’t received funding but see if there are other ways we can help. Gene Wilhoit’s been a great advocate on this.

And so we can talk more offline but we want to make sure everybody’s making progress here and whether it’s additional funding from us each year into that grant program or whether it’s finding some outside private sector funding, we want to work with you on this Tom.

Thomas Oster:
Excellent. Thank you.

Coordinator:
Once again, if you’d like to ask a question, please press star 1. Our next question is from Adrian Allison from Ohio. Your line is open.

Adrian Allison:
Thank you Secretaries. First of all I do appreciate the information that was shared today and wanted to know, it sounded as though the grants that were mentioned and the programs that were described were both accessible from a local and a state level. So what I’m trying to get a sense of is, I’m at the state level now, do the grants flow directly to the districts or are state education agencies eligible to apply for these grants? I want to get a sort of sense of the process. Thank you.
Tom Vilsack:
This is Tom Vilsack - the way this normally works is the local school district would make a decision that they needed to expand their middle school or they would make a decision that they wanted to upgrade their technology services.


So they would basically go to their rural development regional director, the state director of their state, and ask for information on how to apply for community facility grants or loans.


And then the USDA officials would work with the local school officials to fill out the application, make sure that it was appropriate. And each year, at the beginning of reach year, we essentially allocate through a formula so many dollars to every state for this program.


There’s about like around $250 million to $260 million of loan - of direct loan money - about $295 million of direct loan money, about $206 million of guaranteed loan money and then there’s about $45 million of grant money. And that’s basically divided among the states through an allocation formula and process.


And then we have to make decisions about how best to utilize those resources. And so you would make an application and then of course would then be judged against other applications that are coming in for other projects. But we’re very anxious to be helpful to rural schools because we recognize the important role they play in economic development.

And then the decision would be made and then they would work the local school district to essentially carry out the grant or loan program. So it’s primarily through the local school district but I think it’s important for state school officers like yourself to be fully aware of these programs because in these tight budget times, it is at least another avenue that folks ought to be exploring that they haven’t been exploring.

This has been primarily used very effectively by law enforcement, by policy departments and by fire departments in local communities very effectively to build new policy stations and fire stations. We want to obviously continue to do that kind of work that’s important. But it dawned on us as we looked at where these applications were coming from that the education component in terms of libraries, in terms of schools, was under represented in the process. And that’s why we reached out to Arne to talk about this.

Adrian Allison:
Yes, thank you.
Coordinator:
Once again, if you would like to ask a question, please press star then 1 on your touchtone phone.


At this time I have no further questions in queue.

John White:
Okay, thank you for joining us today. I know when I’m traveling around that many schools are not aware of some of these programs. I know we have several chiefs on the phone and a lot of staff. We’ll provide the transcript from this call for information to share and we’ll schedule follow up calls on other topics to try to be helpful and solicit your help with providing information directly to schools on how we can help provide more resources for them.


So thanks again for joining us and we look forward to continuing this conversation.

John White:
Thank you for participating in today’s conference. At this time all parties may disconnect. Thank you.

END
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