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FOR YOUTH INVESTMENT






Department Priorities -- Secretary's Priorities for Discretionary Grant Programs
Docket ID:  ED-OS-2010-0011

September 7, 2010

The Honorable Arne Duncan

U.S. Department of Education

400 Maryland Avenue, SW

Washington, DC  20202

Dear Secretary Duncan:

Thank you for inviting public comments on how the U.S. Department of Education can prioritize its future discretionary grantmaking to most effectively serve the needs of America’s children and youth.  We are most pleased to share the perspective of several members of the Ready by 21® Policy Coalition in response to the Department of Education's August 5, 2010 Notice of Proposed Priorities for future discretionary grant programs, beginning in FY2011.  

We welcome the chance to comment on your Proposed Priorities, and we applaud the Department of Education for emphasizing many of the key themes we believe are so critical to our own mission:  Ensuring all American children are ready for college, work, and life.  We are especially pleased with the recognition of “Key Cradle-to-Career Education Reforms” (Priorities 1-5), as we have seen in our own work—as well as in extensive research from the field—that a seamless continuum of supports along each stage of a young person’s development is a critical determinant of success later in life.  Similarly, we are most pleased to see your emphasis throughout the priorities (but especially in Priorities 4 and 6) on the importance of reducing inequities within our education system and meeting the needs of students at greatest risk of failure. Among the urgent tasks in this regard, of course, is dropout prevention and recovery, and we in particular thank you for acknowledging dropout recovery in your stated priorities.  In addition, we applaud your approach to using evidence in evaluating program effectiveness and outcomes in Priority 11. We agree this will yield better results for children and youth than did the more narrowly framed and narrowly interpreted questions about “what works” in the past.    
We also ask you to consider the following specific revisions to your proposed priorities, which we have organized around several broad principles related to positive youth development. In fact, most of our suggestions are drawn directly from language developed and endorsed by the U.S. Department of Education in previous guidance to applicants under two signature initiatives of the Obama administration: Race to the Top and Promise Neighborhoods.  For each of our recommendations, we will provide: an overall comment about the rationale behind our recommendation; precedents from previous Department of Education RFPs which we applaud; and suggested revisions to the stated priority.
Proposed Priority 2 – Implementing Internationally Benchmarked, College- and Career-Ready Elementary and Secondary Academic Standards. 

· Comment: Broaden the list of goals.  We are pleased to see the Department’s recognition of the importance of academic standards, ones that align closely with Ready by 21’s goal of ensuring success in college, work and life. However, we would urge you to round out this imperative (in this Proposed Priority or elsewhere) with a broader—and in our view, absolutely necessary—articulation of what it really means to be ready to succeed in a global economy. As you know, virtually all successful schools implicitly or explicitly support the breadth of student outcomes above and beyond academic competencies. Successful schools consider the context of learning and the full range of human development in addition to the content of what is taught in classrooms.

· Precedents for broader lists of goals.  

· Proposed Priority 1 for Secretary’s Discretionary Grant Programs.  We applaud your explicit inclusion of the breadth of student outcomes for early learning in Proposed Priority 1 of the priorities we are responding to today: “Physical well-being and motor development; Social-emotional development; Language and literacy development; Cognition and general knowledge, including early numeracy and early scientific development; and Approaches toward learning.”  As you know, these broad areas of development do not end in the third grade; we therefore recommend you include similar language reflecting the full range of developmental areas in Proposed Priority 2.

· Suggested revisions to broaden list of goals.  To effectively broaden the definition of student outcomes and success, we respectfully urge you to consider the following: 
· In the Statement of Proposed Priority 2, first sentence, after the word “academic”, add “and a broad range of social, emotional, physical, vocational, cultural, and civic standards and measures.”  
· Elsewhere in the Statement of Proposed Priority 2, specify the importance of the full set of “21st century” or “new basic” skills around which a consensus has formed. They would include things like learning and innovation skills; information, media and technology skills; and other applied workplace skills.

· In the Proposed Definitions, under “Student achievement,” add a subsection after section (b) which similarly specifies “a broad range of social, emotional, physical, vocational, cultural, and civic standards and measures.”

Proposed Priority 4 – Turning Around Persistently Lowest-Achieving Schools

· Comment: Align efforts with other agencies to create a seamless system of supports.  To round out the section “Advancing Key Cradle-to-Career Educational Reforms” it is important to build a comprehensive system that not only aligns efforts across the age span (vertical alignment), but also aligns efforts across departments and agencies to serve young people’s holistic needs in a seamless, developmentally appropriate manner (horizontal alignment).  
· Precedents for aligning efforts with other agencies to create a seamless system of supports.  

· Race to the Top RFP.  As you stated in the Race to the Top proposal (Invitational Priority 5), you were “particularly interested in applications in which the State plans to address how early childhood programs, K-12 schools, postsecondary institutions, workforce development organizations, and other State agencies and community partners (e.g., child welfare, juvenile justice, and criminal justice agencies) will coordinate to improve all parts of the education system and create a more seamless preschool-through-graduate school (P-20) route for students.”  You also recognized that “coordination of services across schools, State agencies, and community partners, is also important in ensuring that high-need students… have access to the broad array of opportunities and services they need and that are beyond the capacity of a school itself to provide.”  We strongly supported this emphasis in Race to the Top, and continue to believe that ensuring such coordination and alignment is absolutely critical to increasing the odds of success in school and beyond.
· Promise Neighborhoods RFP.  Similarly, your Promise Neighborhoods language (Absolute Priority 1) detailed the importance of building a “complete continuum of solutions” to “significantly improve outcomes for children in the neighborhood.”  As defined in the RFP, these continuum(s): “Include programs, policies, practices, services, systems, and supports that result in improving educational and developmental outcomes for children from cradle through college to career; Are based on the best available evidence, including, where available, strong or moderate evidence; Are linked and integrated seamlessly; and Include both academic programs and family and community supports.”
· Suggested revisions for aligning efforts with other agencies to create a seamless system of supports. We urge you to incorporate language of this kind into your Proposed Priorities. Specifically,

· In Proposed Priority 4, paragraph (c), strike “Providing services” and replace with “Providing a coordinated continuum of solutions that are linked and integrated seamlessly (as defined in this notice) and are vertically and horizontally aligned (as defined in this notice).” 

· Add to the Proposed Definitions section a definition of “continuum of solutions that are linked and integrated seamlessly” using the definition from the Promise Neighborhoods RFP, as referenced above. 

· Add to the Proposed Definitions section a definition of “vertically and horizontally aligned” based on the language in Priority 5 of the Race to the Top RFP, as referenced above. 

Proposed Priority 5 – Increasing Postsecondary Success.

· Comment.  Ensuring labor market value and career success.  We strongly support your focus in this priority—as well as in the Department’s Blueprint for Reform and other priority initiatives focused on education reform—on increasing access to higher education and completion of postsecondary degrees and credentials. Of notable absence in the language here, however, is the important perspective of American employers, whose workforce and hiring needs ultimately determine the labor market value of a postsecondary degree. 

· Suggested revisions to ensure postsecondary education has value in the labor market. In our view, a few small changes to Proposed Priority 5 are advisable:

· In the Background section under Priority 5, specify that in order to meet the President’s goal of restoring the United States to first in the world in college completion, “it will be necessary to encourage not only students in the education pipeline, but also millions of working young adults to complete postsecondary credentials.  For that reason, continuing education programs that engage employers in support of these goals should be leveraged and strongly encouraged through federal policies.”

· In (a) of the Statement section, consider replacing “academically prepared” with “prepared” to ensure a broad approach to PSE preparation and support. In addition to academic preparation, strategies aimed at increasing PSE readiness and enrollment must provide high-need students and their families with a broad range of supports from academic to social to financial in order to be successful. 

· In (c) of the Statement section, amend the last sentence to read, “… designed to lead to a degree, credential, or certificate with labor market value as determined in partnership with employers.”
· In (d) of the Statement section, amend the first sentence to read, “Increasing the number of individuals who return to the education system, some with the active support of their employers, to obtain…”

Proposed Priority 10 – Enabling More Data-Based Decision Making. 

· Comment: Support interagency data sharing. We strongly support your conclusions about the importance of data and its effective use in decision-making and policy prioritizing. We applaud your recognition that reliable data is essential to the continuous improvement of educational results and to virtually everything related to instructional practice and student outcomes—and not only in their school setting, but in the many other settings where children learn and develop. We wish to reinforce this priority by urging you to recognize the importance of the data systems themselves and some inherent problems we see in our own work with state and local leaders. Specifically, despite renewed focus and federal resources devoted to improving educational data systems, progress has been uneven, with different agencies often developing separate data systems related to children and youth that can’t ‘speak’ to each other—even though they are often collecting information about the very same children. Elsewhere, we have urged policymakers to address this problem in reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act.  Similarly, we ask you to consider incorporating explicit language in your funding priorities to reward programs in which state and local agencies strive to integrate their education databases with other child and youth data systems created by other departments, agencies, and youth-serving institutions. 

· Precedents for supporting interagency data sharing.  In our view, the Promise Neighborhoods RFP clearly articulated the importance of interagency data sharing. In Absolute Priority 1, for instance, you required applicants to “Describe how the applicant will plan to use data to manage program implementation, inform decision-making, engage stakeholders, and measure success.  The applicant must describe:  a) Its proposal to plan, build, adapt, or expand a longitudinal data system that measures academic and family and community support indicators for all children in the neighborhood; b) How the applicant will link the longitudinal data system to school-based, LEA, and State data systems; make the data accessible to program partners, researchers, and evaluators while abiding by Federal, State, and other privacy laws and requirements; and manage and maintain the system; c) How the applicant will use rapid-time data… for continuous program improvement; and d) How the applicant will document the planning process, including by describing lessons learned and best practices.”

· Suggested revisions. To reward and incent data sharing within and among the various agencies serving children and youth, please consider:

· In Statement of Proposed Priority 10, paragraph (b), add “as well as practices in other youth-serving institutions beyond schools” to the end of the sentence.
· In the Proposed Definitions section, add a definition of “institutions” and “other key stakeholders” to include a full range of community based organizations that serve the needs of children and youth. This language could be drawn directly from the detailed definition of “family and community supports” which was included in this year’s RFP for the Promise Neighborhoods grant opportunity.

Thank you once again, Secretary Duncan, for proposing a set of funding priorities which generally reflect the priorities of the Ready by 21 Policy Coalition and many of the local education and youth development leaders we work with day to day. We appreciate the opportunity to inform this process and share additional thoughts on how best to focus limited federal resources on areas of greatest need for our nation’s children and youth.  

Sincerely,

The following members of the Ready by 21 Policy Coalition:
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The Forum for Youth Investment

          Corporate Voices for Working Families
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                                       National Collaboration for Youth

Background on Ready by 21® and the Ready by 21® Policy Coalition

The Forum for Youth Investment developed Ready by 21 standards and strategies to help state and local leaders create stronger partnerships committed to improving the quantity, quality and consistency of supports, opportunities and services available to all children and youth along the “insulated education pipeline” – the full complement of settings where learning and development happens.  State and local school administrators, policy makers, and agency directors are using these strategies to make a difference.

While the Ready by 21 standards and strategies primarily focus on helping state and local leaders change the odds for children, federal policymakers must play a key role as well. 
With the goal of aligning federal policies with state and local efforts on the ground, the Forum for Youth Investment, in partnership with Corporate Voices for Working Families, launched the Ready by 21 Policy Coalition.  The Ready by 21 Policy Coalition has developed a policy agenda around Ready by 21’s four core themes: Bigger Goals, Bolder Strategies, Better Data, and Broader Partnerships.  More specifically, the Ready by 21 Policy Coalition seeks to support federal policies whose primary purpose is (1) to help innovative leaders, children’s councils, and other state or local coordinating bodies align and improve existing efforts for children and youth in order to create a seamless and effective continuum of supports; and (2) to focus on aligning and improving key interagency functions necessary to forge this continuum of supports, such as collection and use of data; program quality improvement plans; authentic youth engagement; and public communications campaigns.

In addition to founding the Ready by 21 Policy Coalition, the Forum for Youth Investment also created the Ready by 21 National Partnership, comprised of respected national organizations with expertise serving children, families, educators, and communities, to build a critical mass of local and state leaders around the country who are committed to working together differently to ensure that more young people are ready for college, work and life. Together, the members of the Ready by 21 National Partnership touch the lives of more than 100 million children and youth across America. 

While both the Ready by 21 National Partnership and the Ready by 21 Policy Coalition were founded by the Forum for Youth Investment, and while both use the same underlining set of Ready by 21 standards and strategies, it is important to note that the Ready by 21 Policy Coalition is distinct from the Ready by 21 National Partnership.  The Ready by 21 Policy Coalition’s recommendations do not necessarily reflect the positions of any individual member of the Ready by 21 National Partnership or the Ready by 21 Partnership as a whole, which does not take official policy positions.  The particular recommendations herein are only endorsed by the organizations listed beneath the signature line.

The Ready by 21 Policy Coalition is managed by Corporate Voices for Working Families, in partnership with the Forum for Youth Investment. Ready by 21® is a registered trademark of the Forum for Youth Investment. Learn more about Ready by 21 at www.readyby21.org.
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