
 
 

 

	
November	13,	2017	
	
Jennifer	Bell-Ellwanger	
U.S.	Department	of	Education	
400	Maryland	Avenue	SW	
Room	6W231	
Washington,	DC	20202	
	
RE: Comments on the Secretary’s Proposed Supplemental Priorities and 
Definitions for Discretionary Grant Programs [ED-2017-OS-0078] 
	
To	Whom	It	May	Concern:	
	
Thank	you	for	the	opportunity	to	comment	on	these	proposed	supplemental	priorities	[ED-2017-OS-
0078].	We	believe	it	is	critical	for	the	Department	to	promote	evidence-based	policies	and	practices	that	
will	improve	educational	opportunity,	equity,	and	outcomes	for	all	students.	While	we	appreciate	many	
of	the	priorities	proposed	here,	we	suggest	some	revisions	and	additions	in	the	attached	comment	to	
further	the	Department	of	Education’s	commitment	to	advancing	the	work	of	educators,	promoting	
college	completion,	and	preparing	our	students	for	success	in	American	public	life.		
	
About	New	America	
New	America	is	a	think	tank	and	civic	enterprise	committed	to	renewing	American	politics,	prosperity,	
and	purpose	in	the	Digital	Age.	We	generate	big	ideas,	bridge	the	gap	between	technology	and	policy,	
and	curate	broad	public	conversation.	We	are	a	distinctive	community	of	thinkers,	writers,	researchers,	
technologists,	and	community	activists	who	believe	deeply	in	the	possibility	of	American	renewal.	
	
Our	Education	Policy	program’s	work	explores	the	full	range	of	educational	opportunities,	from	early	
learning	to	primary	and	secondary	education,	college,	and	the	workforce.	We	use	original	research	and	
policy	analysis	to	help	solve	the	nation’s	critical	education	problems,	crafting	objective	analyses	and	
suggesting	new	ideas	for	policymakers,	educators,	and	the	public	at	large.	We	combine	a	steadfast	
concern	for	historically	disadvantaged	populations	with	a	belief	that	better	information	about	education	
can	vastly	improve	both	the	policies	that	govern	educational	institutions	and	the	quality	of	learning	itself	
and	that	all	providers	of	education	must	be	held	accountable	for	the	quality	of	their	work.	
	
We	appreciate	your	consideration	of	these	comments.	Please	do	not	hesitate	to	reach	out	if	you	have	
further	questions.	We	look	forward	to	reading	the	final	version	of	these	priorities	in	the	coming	months.	
	
Sincerely,	
	
New	America	Education	Policy	Program	
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Proposed Priority 1—Empowering Families to Choose a High-Quality 
Education that Meets Their Child’s Unique Needs 
	
Access	to	high-quality	education	for	all	students	is	the	cornerstone	of	our	public	education	system.	We	
commend	the	Department’s	focus	on	increasing	access	to	educational	opportunities	for	all	children	but		
recommend	that	the	emphasis	be	extended	to	improving,	not	just	increasing,	these	options.	Given	that	
research	shows	that	parent	choice	does	not	predict	or	correlate	with	school	quality,	it	is	essential	that	
educational	choice	projects	are	based	on	evidence	of	quality.1		To	that	end,	in	the	background	section	of	
this	proposed	priority,	we	recommend	striking	the	phrase	“where	possible”	in	reference	to	evidence-
based	models,	so	that	the	sentence	would	read	as	follows:			
	

“This	proposed	priority	would	support	grantees	in	offering	innovative	and,	where	possible,	
evidence-based	models	of	educational	choice.”		

	
We	also	support	the	Department’s	focus	on	ensuring	opportunities	for	students	of	all	ages.	Given	
rigorous	research	showing	the	significant	impact	of	high-quality	early	learning	opportunities	on	
improving	school	readiness	and	literacy,	we	recommend	including	those	types	of	opportunities	in	these	
priorities.	Doing	so	will	help	to	promote	effective	early	learning	opportunities	and	encourage	smoother	
transitions	between	pre-kindergarten	and	elementary	school,	a	critical	time	for	young	children.	We	
recommend	adding	young	children	to	the	proposed	priority	on	increasing	access	to	educational	choice	
for	subgroups	of	students	as	follows:	
	

(b)	Increasing	access	to	educational	choice	for	one	or	more	of	the	following	groups	of	students:	
…	
(xv)	Three-	and	four-year-old	children.	

	
Additionally,	echoing	our	colleagues	at	the	College	in	High	School	Alliance,	we	are	encouraged	by	the	
Secretary’s	inclusion	of	dual	or	concurrent	enrollment	and	early	college	high	schools	as	part	of	the	
Department’s	priorities	for	discretionary	grant	programs	in	the	definition	of	educational	choice.	These	
models	provide	students	with	course	and	school	options	so	they	can	tailor	their	academic	experience	to	
their	specific	college	and	career	plans.	Across	the	country,	dual	enrollment	programs	are	saving	money	
for	students,	families,	and	taxpayers	while	improving	efficiencies	in	transitions	between	high	school	and	
higher	education.		
	 	 	 	 	 	
Moreover,	numerous	rigorous,	multi-institution,	federal,	and	statewide	research	studies	in	more	than	a	
dozen	states	have	proven	that	early	college	high	schools	and	dual	and	concurrent	enrollment	programs	
significantly	increase	high	school	graduation	rates,	college	readiness,	and	college	access,	persistence,	

                                                
1 See,	for	example,	the	National	Bureau	of	Economic	Research	working	paper	(October,	2017):	
https://www.nber.org/papers/w23912.pdf.	
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and	completion.2	To	continue	building	that	evidence	base	and	promoting	the	adoption	of	a	highly	
effective	educational	model,	we	propose	revising	the	language	in	priority	subsection	(c)	to	read:	
	

“(c)	Developing,	increasing	access	to	and	building	evidence	of	effectiveness	(as	defined	in	34	
CFR	77.1)	of	innovative,	models	of	educational	choice.”	

	
We	also	believe	it	is	important	to	support	students	once	they	enter	postsecondary	education	by	
ensuring	they	have	access	to	any	additional	academic	supports	they	may	require.	Although	a	student	
may	enter	higher	education	with	the	expectation	that	he	is	college-ready,	he	may	still	be	placed	in	non-
credit-bearing	courses	below	the	college	level,	delaying	his	path	to	a	college	degree	and	economic	and	
personal	enrichment.	Known	as	developmental	or	remedial	education,	these	courses	pose	not	only	
significant	financial	costs	to	students	and	their	families,	but	also	to	states	and	institutions.	Moreover,	
developmental	education	is	prevalent	across	higher	education,	affecting	both	public	and	private	and	
two-year	and	four-year	institutions.3	These	supplemental	priorities	present	the	Department	with	the	
opportunity	to	affirm	its	commitment	to	persistence	and	completion	in	higher	education	and	the	
institutions	and	States	seeking	to	reform	and	improve	developmental	education.	As	such,	we	
recommend	that	the	Department	include	the	following	language:			
	

“(d)	Improving	outcomes	for	students	in	developmental	education	through	the	use	of	
evidence-based	strategies	(as	defined	in	34	CFR	77.1).”	

	
Proposed Priority 2—Promoting Innovation and Efficiency, Streamlining 
Education with an Increased Focus on Improving Student Outcomes, 
and Providing Increased Value to Students and Taxpayers 
	
Better	outcomes	and	a	more	efficient	educational	system	are	important	goals	with	which	New	America	
wholeheartedly	agrees.	However,	we	are	concerned	that	the	language	included	here	is	overly	broad	and	
could	be	used	to	fund	projects	that,	while	innovative,	have	limited	evidentiary	basis	and	do	not	improve	
outcomes	for	students.	Few	of	the	Department’s	competitive	grant	competitions,	where	this	proposed	
priority	will	be	used,	are	rigorously	evaluated	to	determine	the	effectiveness	of	particular	interventions;	
the	outcomes	measures	collected	for	many	of	them	are	limited;	and	much	of	the	language	in	the	
proposed	priority	leaves	the	door	open	to	low-quality	programs	that	may	reduce	costs	for	schools	and	
colleges	but	that	will	do	little	to	improve	students’	learning	and	outcomes	and	may	exacerbate	existing	
inequities.		
	

                                                
2	More	information	on	the	studies	in	this	area	can	be	accessed	on	the	College	in	High	School	Alliance	website,	
under	the	“Evidence	of	Success”	tab:	http://www.collegeinhighschool.org. 
3		For	more	on	this	issue	and	effective	strategies	for	reform,	please	see	the	U.S.	Department	of	Education’s	report	
“Developmental	Education:	Challenges	and	Strategies	for	Reform.”		Available	at	
https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/opepd/education-strategies.pdf.	
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To	ensure	students	are	protected	and	taxpayer	dollars	are	well-spent,	we	propose	to	revise	the	
proposed	priorities	to	increase	the	use	of	evidence	and	clarify	the	Department’s	intent.	Front-end	
evidence	requirements	such	as	a	logic	model	or	citation	of	studies	that	meet	What	Works	Clearinghouse	
standards	of	strong	or	moderately	strong	evidence	can	ensure	that	the	proposed	projects	pass	a	simple	
test	as	to	whether	or	not	they	are	likely	to	have	positive	impact	for	students;	and	back-end	evaluation	
requirements	will	provide	evidence	to	practitioners,	educators,	policymakers,	and	others	about	whether	
and	how	well	the	intervention	truly	worked	in	the	context.	This	kind	of	rigorous	evidence	is	essential	to	
learning	about	what	works	so	that	effective	innovations	can	be	scaled	(and	ineffective	practices	can	
cease)	more	quickly	and	at	a	lower	cost	to	adopters.	Additionally,	the	Department	should	avoid	
ambiguous	language	with	respect	to	burden	reduction	and	clearly	state	that	the	federal	government	will	
not	permit	or	encourage	grantees	to	violate	any	applicable	law	or	regulations	(Federal,	State,	and	local)	
for	the	sake	of	convenience	or	efficiency.	
	

“(a)	Implementing	evidence-based	strategies	(as	defined	in	34	CFR	77.1)	that	ensure	education	
funds	are	spent	in	a	way	that	increases	their	efficiency	without	reducing	the	quality	of	
educational	experiences	provided	to	students,	or	that	improve	their	and	effectiveness,	
including	by	reducing	waste	or	by	achieving	better	outcomes.”	
	
“(b)	Supporting	innovative	and	evidence-based	strategies	(as	defined	in	34	CFR	77.1)	with	the	
potential	to	lead	to	significant	and	wide-reaching	improvements	in	the	delivery	of	educational	
services.”	
	
“(c)	Reducing	compliance	burden	within	the	grantee’s	operations	(including	on	subgrantees	or	
other	partners	working	to	achieve	grant	objectives	or	being	served	by	the	grant)	in	a	manner	
that	is	in	compliance	with	applicable	law	and	regulations	and	that	decreases	paperwork	or	
staff	time	spent	on	administrative	functions,	or	other	measurable	ways	that	help	educational	
providers	to	save	money	without	reducing	the	quality	of	educational	experiences	provided	to	
students,	benefit	more	students,	or	improve	results.”	
	
“(d)	Demonstrating	innovative	and	evidence-based	paths	(as	defined	in	34	CFR	77.1)	to	
improved	outcomes	by	applicants	that	meet	the	requirements	in	34	CFR	75.225(a)(1)(i)	and	(ii).”	

	
Finally,	we	recommend	eliminating	the	final	component	of	the	Proposed	Priority	2,	subsection	(e).	
Taxpayer	dollars	appropriated	by	Congress	for	the	specific	purpose	of	supporting	student	success	should	
not	be	used	on	such	indirect	costs	as	ramping	up	development	and	fundraising	capabilities	and	efforts.		
	

“(e)	Strengthening	development	capabilities	to	increase	private	support	for	institutions	or	
demonstrating	matching	support	for	proposed	projects.”	
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Proposed Priority 3—Fostering Flexible and Affordable Paths to 
Obtaining Knowledge and Skills	
	
Given	the	urgent	need	to	provide	more	diverse	pathways	for	students	to	prepare	for	family-sustaining	
work,	New	America	is	encouraged	that	the	Department	has	chosen	to	include	this	priority.	We	believe	
that	access	to	high-quality	apprenticeships	is	a	key	strategy	for	advancing	workforce	readiness,	and	are	
encouraged	that	it	was	included	as	an	exemplar	strategy	throughout	Proposed	Priority	3.		
	
We	would,	however,	strongly	recommend	that	the	Department,	in	the	interests	of	both	quality	
assurance	and	clear	expectations	for	students,	limit	funds	for	apprenticeship	to	specifically	support	only	
registered	apprenticeships,	as	defined	by	29	CFR	29.	This	definition	of	a	registered	apprenticeship	is	the	
only	nationally	recognized,	legal	definition	of	apprenticeship,	and	is	aligned	with	the	definition	of	
apprenticeship	in	the	Workforce	Innovation	and	Opportunity	Act	(WIOA).	Limiting	the	scope	of	this	
intervention	to	registered	apprenticeships	provides	an	important	assurance	that	federal	grants	support	
only	high-quality	apprenticeship	opportunities	for	students.		
	
We	recommend	that	all	mentions	of	apprenticeship	within	proposed	priority	3,	including	those	in	
subsections	(b),	(c),	and	(e),	should	be	amended	to	include	the	following	language:		
	

“registered	apprenticeship	programs	(as	defined	in	29	CFR	29).”	
	
Additionally,	other	forms	of	flexible	pathways—such	as	competency-based	education	and	prior	learning	
assessment—may	provide	benefits	to	students,	when	done	well	and	implemented	with	fidelity.	The	
research	cited	for	this	proposed	priority	on	competency-based	education	in	high	schools,	for	example,	
notes	that	schools	are	using	different	methods	to	determine	student	mastery	of	competencies	and	are	
measuring	CBE	primarily	through	existing	end-of-course	exams	and	course	completion.	With	efficiency	
concerns	in	mind,	CBE	and	other	pathways	should	provide	flexibility	in	implementation	but	not	in	
definition.	We	urge	you	to	revise	subsection	(e)	of	this	priority	to	reference	the	need	for	defined	and	
high-quality	pathways.	The	addition	of	the	phrases	“defined”	and	“high-quality”	signal	the	Department’s	
continued	focus	on	efficiency,	quality	and	career	outcomes	—	a	critical	prerequisite	for	expanding	such	
types	of	programs.	
	

“(e)	Creating	or	expanding	opportunities	for	individuals	to	obtain	defined	and	high-quality	
recognized	postsecondary	credentials	through	the	demonstration	of	prior	knowledge	and	skills,	
such	as	competency-based	learning.	Such	credentials	may	include	an	industry-recognized	
certificate	or	certification,	a	certificate	of	completion	of	an	registered	apprenticeship	program	
(as	defined	in	29	CFR	29),	a	license	recognized	by	the	State	involved	or	Federal	Government,	or	
an	associate	or	baccalaureate	degree.”	
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Proposed Priority 8—Promoting Effective Instruction in Classrooms and 
Schools 
	
We	commend	the	Department	for	striving	to	promote	the	worthwhile	goals	of	building	evidence	around	
professional	development,	supporting	teachers	in	and	out	of	the	classroom,	promoting	leadership	
pathways	for	educators,	increasing	diversity	among	the	teacher	and	leader	workforce,	and	retaining	top	
talent.	However,	we	also	offer	several	suggestions	for	improving	their	attainment.		
	
First,	we	believe	that	equity	should	be	a	clear	focus	of	the	various	sub-priorities	under	this	priority	area,	
as	research	finds	that	within	and	across	schools,	the	students	who	are	furthest	behind—those	who	most	
need	effective	teachers	and	leaders—are	least	likely	to	have	them.4	At	the	very	least,	a	focus	on	
increasing	equitable	access	to	effective	educators	should	be	a	selection	criterion	for	any	sub-priority	
under	Priority	8.	We	specifically	recommend	that	sub-priority	“(c)”	be	reworded	to	remove	a	focus	on	
“schools	generally,”	as	the	need	for	access	to	effective	educators	is	not	consistent	across	schools,	and	
instead	to	focus	on	the	schools	with	the	greatest	need.	Additionally,	while	we	believe	that	the	
Department	is	right	to	work	to	ensure	substantial	representation	of	rural	local	educational	agencies	
(LEAs)	among	its	discretionary	grant	recipients,	and	should	do	so	by	including	this	as	part	of	its	eventual	
selection	criteria,	the	priority	itself	should	first	and	foremost	be	focused	on	low-performing	schools	and	
those	with	a	large	proportion	of	low-income	students	in	any	type	of	LEA	over	potentially	well-
performing,	more	affluent	rural	LEAs.	As	such,	we	make	the	following	recommendation	for	changing	the	
language	of	sub-priority	(c):	
	

“(c)	Promoting	innovative	strategies	to	increase	the	number	of	students	who	have	access	to	
effective	teachers	or	school	leaders	in	one	or	more	of	the	following:		
	

(i)	Schools	generally.	Schools	that	have	been	identified	by	the	state	for	comprehensive	
support	and	improvement	or	targeted	support	and	intervention	(as	defined	in	the	
Every	Student	Succeeds	Act,	sections	1111(c)(4)(D)(i)	and	1111(d)(2))	
(ii)	Schools	that	are	located	in	communities	served	by	rural	local	educational	agencies.		
(iii)	Schools	with	a	large	proportion	of	low-income	students.”	

	
Currently,	the	Department’s	proposed	priorities	for	promoting	effective	instruction	list	new	career	
pathways	for	educators	and	innovative	staffing	and	compensation	models	as	separate	sub-priorities.	
The	Department	should	consider	folding	sub-priority	(a),	developing	new	career	pathways,	under	sub-
priority	(d),	developing	or	implementing	innovative	staffing	or	compensation	models,	as	the	former	is	
one	potential	approach	to	achieving	the	latter.	Additionally,	states	and	local	education	agencies	should	
consider	innovative	staffing	and	compensation	models	in	trying	not	only	to	attract	effective	educators,	
but	also	to	retain	effective	educators.	As	recent	research	has	identified,	innovative	staffing	and	

                                                
4	See	TNTP,	2012,	“The	Irreplaceables:	Understanding	the	Real	Retention	Crisis	in	America’s	Urban	Schools,”	
http://tntp.org/	publications/view/the-irreplaceables-understanding-thereal-retention-crisis	
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compensation	models	will	only	be	successful,	and	a	smart	return	on	investment,	if	they	are	designed	to	
minimize	turnover	of	effective	staff.5	Therefore,	we	recommend	editing	sub-priority	(d)	as	follows:	
	

“(d)	Developing	or	implementing	innovative	staffing	or	compensation	models,	including	but	not	
limited	to	career	pathways	for	effective	educators	to	assume	leadership	roles,	to	attract	and	
retain	effective	educators.”		

	
When	reviewing	proposals	for	(d)—and	(a)	if	the	Department	instead	retains	it	as	a	separate	sub-
priority—it	is	critical	that	the	Department	ensure	that	any	proposals	considered	for	federal	funding	are	
financially	sustainable,	and	that	they	do	not	actually	contribute	to	retention	issues	by	essentially	asking	
educators	to	perform	two	jobs	(e.g.,	one	of	teacher	and	one	of	school	leader)	within	the	same	number	
of	hours,	for	the	same	amount	of	pay.6	If	the	Department	is	going	to	be	making	a	financial	investment	in	
local	programs,	it	should	require	that	new	career	pathways	are	actually	creating	new	roles,	not	just	
repurposing	old	ones.		
	
The	Department	should	modify	sub-priority	(e),	which	addresses	opportunities	to	recruit	future	
educators	from	other	fields,	to	ensure	that	the	focus	is	on	recruiting	educators	to	fill	positions	in	high-
need	schools,	as	well	as	teaching	positions	in	hard-to-fill	fields,	such	as	STEM	education,	special	
education,	dual	language	or	English	as	a	second	language	teachers,	dual	enrollment	teachers,	and	other	
critical	categories.	
	

“(e)	Recruiting	promising	students	and	qualified	individuals	from	other	fields	to	become	
teachers,	principals,	or	other	school	leaders	in	high-need	schools	or	high-need	fields	(as	
defined	in	the	Higher	Education	Act,	section	420N(b)(1)),	such	as	mid-career	professionals	from	
other	occupations,	former	military	personnel,	or	recent	graduates	of	institutions	of	higher	
education	with	records	of	academic	distinction	who	demonstrate	potential	to	become	effective	
teachers,	principals,	or	other	school	leaders.”	
	

Additionally,	the	first	of	the	focus	areas	outlined	in	the	background	section	for	Proposed	Priority	8—
developing	“evidence	on	effective	professional	development”—is	notably	absent	from	the	specific	
subsections	within	the	proposed	priority.	Educators	and	researchers	from	across	the	political	spectrum	
would	largely	agree	that	most	educators’	professional	development	(PD)	does	not	currently	reflect	what	
high-quality	research	has	found	is	most	effective	in	helping	adults	truly	learn	and	execute	new	
knowledge	and	skills,	although	little	work	has	been	done	on	how	to	assess	the	effectiveness	of	the	

                                                
5	See	New	America,	“From	Frenzied	to	Focused:	How	School	Staffing	Models	Can	Support	Principals	as	
Instructional	Leaders,”	June	2017,	https://na-production.s3.amazonaws.com/documents/From-Frenzied-to-
Focused.pdf.		
6	See	New	America,	“Interview:	Painting	the	ESSA	Canvas	with	Educator	Recruitment	and	Retention,”	April	2017,	
https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/edcentral/interview-painting-essa-canvas-educator-recruitment-
and-retention/.	
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majority	of	PD	in	which	educators	engage.7	At	the	same	time,	it	is	clear	that	meaningful	professional	
learning	experiences	are	taking	place	in	isolation,	although	the	evidence	collected	is	often	based	largely	
on	educators’	anecdotal	descriptions	of	such	experiences.8	As	such,	we	recommend	including	one	
additional	sub-priority	to	Priority	8:		
	

“(g)	Implementing	innovative	and	evidence-based	strategies	(as	defined	in	34	CFR	77.1)	for	
high-impact	educator	professional	development	that	is	tailored	to	the	demonstrated	needs	of	
educators,	their	schools,	and	students,	and	assessing	the	effectiveness	of	those	strategies.”	

	
The	only	sub-priority	that	we	recommend	removing	is	sub-priority	(f),	which	addresses	opportunities	for	
teacher	preparation	and	professional	development	for	STEM	educators.	While	there	is	clearly	a	need	for	
a	greater	supply	of	educators	with	strong	knowledge	and	pedagogical	skills	in	the	STEM	fields,	this	lack	
of	supply	is	currently	driven	largely	by	market	and	social	forces—namely,	that	individuals	with	STEM	
backgrounds	can	earn	higher	compensation	and	greater	social	prestige	by	entering	professions	other	
than	education.	Better	preparation	and	professional	development	are	unlikely	to	address	these	issues	
on	their	own.	As	such—and	given	the	inclusion	of	a	separate	full	priority	on	promoting	STEM	(Priority	
6)—we	recommend	the	Department	instead	include	a	provision	focused	more	broadly	on	high-quality	
professional	development,	as	suggested	in	(g)	above,	and	include	a	focus	on	STEM	as	one	of	its	selection	
criteria	there,	as	well	as	in	sub-priority	(e),	as	one	of	the	high-need	fields.		
	

“(f)	Increasing	the	opportunities	for	high-quality	preparation	of,	or	professional	development	
for,	teachers	or	other	educators	of	science,	technology,	engineering,	and	math	subjects.”	
	

Finally,	we	recommend	that	the	Department	provide	some	clarity	around	the	meaning	of	“effective	
educators”	for	the	purpose	of	distributing	federal	funds	through	discretionary	grants,	as	current	federal	
law	for	elementary	and	secondary	education	is	silent	on	a	definition	for	this	term.	The	Department	
should	include	a	definition	in	the	supplemental	priorities	document	to	this	end	that	makes	it	clear	that	
to	be	“effective,”	educators	must	be	successful	in	helping	students	learn	and	grow:		
	

“Effective	educators:	Educators	who	demonstrate	a	positive	impact	on	their	students'	learning	
and	engagement	in	school."		

	
 
 
 
                                                
7	See	New	America,	“What	Does	High-Quality	Research	Say	About	Developing	Teacher	Practice?”	March	2017,	
https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/edcentral/what-does-high-quality-research-say-about-developing-
teacher-practice/.See	New	America,	“Interview:	Painting	the	ESSA	Canvas	with	Comprehensive	Educator	Learning	
Systems,”	May	2017,	https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/edcentral/interview-painting-essa-canvas-
comprehensive-educator-learning-systems/.	
8 	See	National	Institute	for	Excellence	in	Teaching,	“NIET	Notes:	Teachers	Want	to	Play	a	Larger	Role	in	Their	Own	
Professional	Learning,”	September	2017,	http://www.niet.org/newsroom/features-blogs/view/310. 
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Proposed Priority 9—Promoting Economic Opportunity 
	
We	support	the	Department’s	attention	to	poverty	and	the	need	to	reduce	academic	and	non-academic	
barriers	to	economic	mobility.	We	also	support	the	focus	on	supporting	families	and	communities	and	
the	reference	to	early	childhood	development,	as	outlined	in	sub-priorities	(b)	and	(d),	as	well	as	the	
advancement	of	alternative	high	school	pathways	as	outlined	in	subpriority	(c).	We	know,	however,	that	
to	improve	the	economic	mobility	of	these	students,	we	also	need	to	enhance	school	capacity	to	
address	the	full	spectrum	of	challenges	that	children	and	youth	in	poverty	face.	Mental	health	problems,	
in	particular,	disproportionately	affect	low	income	children	and	youth	and	directly	impact	their	ability	to	
engage	and	succeed	in	school	and	transition	to	college	and	careers.	Given	that	research	finds	that	public	
schools	are	often	the	primary	source	of	mental	health	services	for	children,	and	that	this	role	is	widely	
supported	by	the	public9,	we	recommend	the	addition	of	a	new	subpriority	as	follows:	
	

“(f)	Increase	the	availability	of	school-based	mental	health	or	other	wraparound	services	for	
schools	serving	high	numbers	of	children	and	youth	in	poverty.”	

	
Additionally,	college	students	with	dependents	face	particular	challenges	in	completing	their	degrees,	
including	balancing	their	studies	with	their	families,	finding	child	care,	addressing	unmet	financial	need,	
and	the	costs	of	housing	and	food.	At	public	colleges,	more	than	one	in	four	students	have	dependents;	
and	15	percent	are	single	parents.10	The	Department	should	indicate	its	support	for	these	students	and	
recognize	the	challenges	they	face	by	adding	a	priority	that	would	allow	colleges	to	target	the	
particularly	vulnerable	population	of	parents	on	campus.	For	instance,	institutions	of	higher	education	
could	create	one-stop	shops	to	help	parent-students	gain	access	to	federal	benefits	that	can	help	
support	them	at	home	while	they	are	in	school;11	provide	additional	academic	counselors;	establish	
relationships	with	early	childhood	education	centers	to	enable	parents	to	attend	classes;	and	develop	
guided	pathways	through	higher	education	that	meet	the	scheduling	demands	of	such	students	and	
ensure	they	graduate	with	their	degrees	as	quickly	as	possible.	To	that	end,	we	propose	including	a	new	
subsection	that	would	specifically	address	these	students’	needs.	
	

“(g)	Supporting	students	with	dependents	in	persisting	in	and	completing	higher	education.”		
	

                                                
9 	Freeman,	E.	V.,	and	Kendziora,	K.	T.	(2017).	Mental	health	needs	of	children	and	youth:	The	benefits	of	having	
schools	assess	available	programs	and	services.	Washington,	DC:	American	Institutes	for	Research;	The	49th	
Annual	PDK	Poll	of	the	Public’s	Attitudes	Toward	the	Public	Schools:	Academic	achievement	isn’t	the	only	mission,	
Phi	Delta	Kappan,	Vol	99,	Issue	1,	First	Published	August	29,	2017. 
10	Juszkiewicz,	J.	(2014,	April).	Community	College	Students	and	Federal	Student	Financial	Aid:	A	Primer.	
Washington,	DC:	American	Association	of	Community	Colleges.	http://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED557996.pdf.	
11	Duke-Benfield,	A.	and	K.	Saunders.	(2016,	July).	Benefits	Access	for	College	Completion:	Lessons	Learned	from	a	
Community	College	Initiative	to	Help	Low-Income	Students.	Washington,	DC:	Center	for	Law	and	Social	Policy,	
Center	for	Postsecondary	and	Economic	Success.	https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED568379	
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Proposed Priority 10—Encouraging Improved School Climate and Safer 
and More Respectful Interactions in a Positive and Safe Educational 
Environment 
	
New	America	supports	the	rights	enumerated	by	the	U.S.	Constitution,	including	freedom	of	speech.	
Furthermore,	we	respect	the	interests	of	institutions	of	higher	education	in	wanting	to	allow	for	a	robust	
and	civil	discourse	on	their	campuses.	While	the	Department	also	now	seems	to	have	an	interest	in	this	
issue,	in	the	context	of	supplemental	priorities	which	will	ultimately	have	financial	consequences	for	
institutions	competing	for	grants	from	the	Department	of	Education,	the	Department’s	involvement	in	
this	space	is	questionable	and	untoward.	Without	context	for	how	this	priority	would	be	used,	which	
competitions	it	would	used	for,	or	the	criteria	the	Department	would	use	in	deciding	who	meets	this	
priority,	the	Department	may	be	encroaching	on	the	very	right	it	suggests	it	has	an	interest	in	
protecting.	Concomitantly,	in	an	environment	of	limited	funding	and	resources,	the	Department’s	
efforts	to	award	points	to	institutions	pursuing	this	priority	could	be	used	to	chill	speech,	not	protect	it.	
Instead,	we	believe	that	the	Department’s	interests	in	“open	and	honest	dialogue”	would	be	better	
served	through	the	promotion	of	civic	education	espoused	in	Proposed	Priority	4.	As	such,	we	
recommend	that	the	Department	eliminate	sub-priority	(c).		
	

“(c)	Protecting	free	speech	in	order	to	allow	for	the	discussion	of	diverse	ideas	or	viewpoints.”	
	
Proposed Priority 11—Ensuring that Service Members, Veterans, and 
Their Families Have Access to High-Quality Educational Choices 
	
We	strongly	support	the	Department’s	priority	to	support	servicemembers	and	veterans,	as	well	as	their	
families.	This	population	requires	an	intentional	understanding	of	the	particular	challenges	they	face,	as	
well	as	a	firm	commitment	to	supporting	their	success	through	added	support	services,	flexibilities	
where	needed,	and–most	critically–interventions	and	supports	that	result	in	positive	outcomes	and	
success	of	military	and	military-connected	students.	


