
 
 

1 
 

 
OVAE Staff Biographies 

 
Brooks, Nancy Smith 
Nancy Smith Brooks currently serves as the Contracting Officer’s Technical Representative 
(COR) for the Improving Program Performance contract ED08CO0113, by monitoring 
contractor performance. She serves as the grant specialist for the Rigorous Programs of 
Study (RPOS) Cooperative Agreements to ensure compliance with the technical 
requirements of the awards. She serves as the liaison for the Architecture and Construction, 
Information Technology, and Law Career Clusters. She served as the program officer for the 
State Scholars Initiative. She has worked in the Office of Vocational and Adult Education 
since 1978. She has served in each of the major divisions and so brings a wealth of 
experience in project management in adult and career-technical education programs, state 
administration and planning, grant and contract administration (she holds the contracting 
officer’s representative certification), promising practices, and school reform strategies. Her 
interests include high school reform, high growth careers, employer partnerships, and rural 
education. She earned her master’s degree from the University of Virginia. 
 
Brown, Steve A. 
Steve A. Brown is an Education Program Specialist for Agriculture, Food & Natural 
Resources Sciences (AFNRS) educational programs in the Division of Academic & 
Technical Education (DATE) of the Office of Vocational and Adult Education (OVAE) at 
the U.S. Department of Education. His major responsibility is to provide guidance, 
professional leadership and expertise in developing, improving, planning and evaluating 
AFNRS. His position responsibilities also include serving as the National FFA Organization 
Executive Secretary. Other assignments include serving as a liaison for Science Technology 
Engineering & Math (STEM) Cluster and as one of State Rigorous Programs of Study 
project coordinators.  
 
Brown began his career at an Area Career Technical Center as a classroom teacher in 
Agricultural Education. He served as a District Supervisor in Agricultural Education at the 
Missouri Department of Elementary & Secondary Education before coming to the U.S. 
Department of Education in March of 2008. Brown earned an EdD in Agricultural 
Education at the University of Missouri-Columbia. 
 
Charner, Ivan 
Ivan Charner is Vice President and Director of the AED National Institute for Work and 
Learning. He is responsible for the design, development, and management of multiple 
research projects and national programs dealing with educational policy, teacher education, 
workforce development, and systemic reform. Ivan has over 35 years of experience working 
with state and local school systems, higher education institutions, corporations, government 
agencies, and community-based organizations to integrate and improve education, training, 
and career-related systems. His areas of expertise include: career and technical education, 
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teacher training and professional development; school-to-career system building; school 
reform; integrating academic and career technical education; school-business partnerships; 
work-based learning; and adult education and training.   
 
He has directed numerous research, policy, and program development projects related to 
school reform, high school transition, and partnerships. Mr. Charner directs the Teachers for 
a New Era Technical Support and Capacity Building project, the National Research Center 
for Career and Technical Education Technical Assistance Academy, the Bush Foundation 
Teacher Education Reform Initiative, and the Pennsylvania Institute for Instruction 
Coaching Assessment project. He is a senior advisor on the Baton Rouge Capital Education 
Center design project and the National Assessment of Career and Technical Education. He 
serves as a facilitator and facilitator trainer at many state and local planning institutes, 
evaluation and communication forums, meetings, and conferences. 
 
Cummings, Glenn A. 
As Deputy Assistant Secretary for Vocational and Adult Education in the U.S. Department 
of Education, Glenn A. Cummings manages a $1.9 billion annual investment in federal 
grants and programs that support adult education and literacy, career and technical 
education, and community colleges. Cummings is former Speaker of the House in the Maine 
House of Representatives where he provided leadership for the passage of a bi-partisan state 
budget; brokered an agreement on the largest economic investment bond package in the 
state’s history and successfully led an effort to increase higher education appropriations.  
During his tenure he sponsored and passed one of the strongest anti-predatory lending bills 
in the nation. While in the legislature, Cummings also served as Majority Leader and as the 
House Chair on the Joint Standing Committee on Education and Cultural Affairs.   
 
A passionate educator, Cummings has spent much of his career working with students in the 
classroom and working on education policy as a state leader. Prior to joining the U.S. 
Department of Education, Cummings served as instructor of micro and macroeconomics at 
University of Southern Maine and as Dean of Institutional Advancement at Southern Maine 
Community College (SMCC). While at SMCC, he founded one of the first student-centered 
entrepreneurial centers and small business incubators in Northern New England.  
Cummings also served as Executive Director of the Portland Partnership where he built 
strategic alliances between businesses and high school students. A multi-generation Maine 
native, Cummings began his career as a high school history teacher and department head. 
 
Cummings is pursuing his Doctorate in Higher Education Management from the University 
of Pennsylvania and has previously earned a Master of Public Administration from the 
Kennedy School of Government at Harvard, a Master of Arts in Teaching from Brown 
University and a Bachelor of Arts from Ohio Wesleyan University.   
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Dann-Messier, Brenda 
Dr. Brenda Dann-Messier was nominated by President Barack Obama to be the Assistant 
Secretary for the Office of Vocational and Adult Education on July 14, 2009. She was 
confirmed by the United States Senate on October 5, 2009, and began her official duties on 
October 13, 2009. 
 
Prior to coming to the United States Department of Education Dr. Dann-Messier served in 
the Clinton Administration as the U.S. Department of Education’s Regional Representative 
for New England. Dr. Dann-Messier has also worked as the Director of two TRIO 
programs: the Rhode Island Educational Opportunity Center, and the founding Director of 
the Rhode Island Educational Talent Search Program at the Community College of Rhode 
Island. For the past decade Dr. Dann-Messier served as the President of Dorcas Place, a 
comprehensive community-based adult education agency located in Providence, Rhode 
Island dedicated to meeting the needs of low-income and low-skilled workers. Services 
available at Dorcas Place include day and evening ABE/ASE/ESOL classes, civics and 
financial literacy education, college preparatory program and services, family literacy, 
workforce education and job training programs linked with employers and industry sectors 
and the Developmental Education Institute for reading and math. In 2008, Dorcas Place 
opened the Rhode Island Welcome Back Center, one of only seven programs in the nation 
to help foreign-trained health professionals enter the health care workforce. The agency was 
one of ten in the nation to receive a five-year, federal Full Service Community Schools grant 
to establish school-based family literacy and support services at five inner city elementary 
schools in Providence.   
 
Dr. Dann-Messier has been a tireless advocate for the adult learner and low-income youth, 
serving on numerous state and local boards. She was member of the Rhode Island Board of 
Governors for Higher Education and chaired its Academic and Student Affairs 
Subcommittee. Dr. Dann-Messier has been a frequent presenter at national and international 
conferences and forums, including the National Commission on Adult Basic Education, 
Council for Opportunity in Education, National Center for Family Literacy, and the 
European Access Network.  
 
Figueroa, José R.   
José R. Figueroa, is an Education Program Specialist in the Division of Academic and 
Technical Education at the Office of Vocational and Adult Education at the U.S. 
Department of  Education, and is currently a Regional Accountability Specialist responsible 
for negotiating with states on establishing performance objectives, monitoring state 
compliance with the Carl D. Perkins Act as well as providing technical assistance to states 
regarding the validity and reliability of their student performance data. 
 
Prior to working at the Department, José was the Assistant Vice-chancellor for Faculty 
Development and Sponsored Research Projects at the Ana G. Méndez University System in 
Puerto Rico. He began his career in the field of education over twenty years ago as a science 
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and mathematics high school teacher. He has served as an assistant professor and 
administrator at Northern Illinois University, Montclair State University and the Ana G. 
Méndez University System; as well as being the Director of the Puerto Rico Institute of 
Technology and the postsecondary CTE director for the Puerto Rico Department of 
Education.  
 
A native of Arecibo, Puerto Rico, José holds a PhD, in Curriculum and Supervision and a 
MEd Curriculum and Teaching form the Pennsylvania State University and a bachelor’s 
degree in Biological Sciences from the Inter American University.  
 
Green, Kimberly A. 
Over the past seventeen years Kimberly A. Green has worked extensively on federal policy 
impacting career technical education. Working closely with Congress, the Administration 
and a broad range of stakeholders, she represents the interests of and seeks support for 
career technical education. In addition to this policy work, Kimberly helped establish, 
implement and grow the States’ Career Clusters Initiative, which is designed to transform 
career technical education so that it can meet the needs of nation, its economy, employers 
and students. Kimberly is also an affiliate of the National Research Center for CTE’s 
Technical Assistance Academy, which is currently focused on helping states develop green 
programs of study.  
 
Kimberly represents the state directors on a variety of boards and committees including the 
Cisco Networking Academy National Advisory Board, NCES Technical Review Panel on 
Career and Technical Education, Manufacturing Skills Standards Leadership Council and the 
Executive Committee of the National Career Academy Coalition. With the support of Pell 
Grants and the federal work study program, she is a graduate of Cornell University’s School 
of Industrial and Labor Relations. A native of Buffalo, New York, Kimberly and her 
husband, Todd, reside in Rockville, Maryland. 
 
Harkin, Gisela 
Gisela Harkin serves as Career Development Program Officer at the US Department of 
Education, Office of Vocational and Adult Education (OVAE) in Washington, DC. 
She is currently assigned to the College and Career Transitions Branch within the Division of 
Academic and Technical Education. Gisela has more than 30 years in education. She has 
held leadership roles in implementing various national initiatives to address issues related to 
career technical education, school-to-work, workforce development, tech prep education, 
comprehensive career guidance and counseling, community colleges, and education reform, 
including career pathways and programs of study. She has been working with the 
Departments of Transportation, Labor and Defense in various national collaborative efforts 
to share and leverage resources.   
 
Gisela holds a bachelor’s degree in Sociology with minors in Psychology and Biology from 
Salve Regina College in Newport, Rhode Island. She earned a master’s degree in Education 
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with specialization in Guidance and Counseling from the State University of New York at 
Albany. Prior to coming to the Department, Gisela was a counselor for the US Army and 
the US Navy as well as a high school counselor at the local level. As a sociologist, she 
conducted research in the area of community development for the Government of Panama. 
 
Hess, Scott 
Scott Hess is an Educational Program Specialist at the U.S. Department of Education and is 
currently Chief of the College and Career Transitions Branch. Other responsibilities at the 
federal level include management and oversight of the Career Cluster projects, and the 
College and Career Transitions Initiative (CCTI). Prior to working at the Department Scott 
was with the Utah State Office of Education where he served as an Educational 
Coordinator; State School-to-Careers Coordinator; Adult Education Director; and State 
Specialist for Health Sciences, Health Education, Physical Education, and HIV Education.  
Scott also has healthcare industry work experience in Respiratory Therapy. He taught 
medical anatomy and physiology and other health science related courses at the high school 
and university level. He has served as a consultant to both the public and private sector in a 
variety of workforce development, education and healthcare related projects including, 
Director of the National Health Science Building Linkages, Career Pathway Model Project. 
 
Kelly-Holland, Ellen 
Ellen Kelly-Holland is an Educational Program Specialist at the U.S. Department of 
Education in the Office of Vocational and Adult Education (OVAE) where she oversees the 
STEM Transitions: Enhancing Mathematics and Science Rigor through Evidence-Based 
Curriculum Projects and career cluster initiatives associated with the STEM, Marketing, as 
well as the Arts, Audio-Video Technology, and Communications clusters. During her career 
Ms. Kelly-Holland has worked in the public and private sectors as a marketing and 
communications specialist and consultant. Prior to her work at the Department of 
Education, she headed up a communications firm that developed interactive learning 
programs for students that included several programs for the Environmental Protection 
Agency (EPA) to teach environmental science across the curriculum using electronic media.  
She also produced educational materials targeted to educators and policymakers while 
serving at George Washington University. She began her career as a high school teacher of 
English, speech, and drama, and taught English as a second language (ESL) in Mexico; she 
has been a preschool president, an arts education advocate, and a speech writer for the 
Secretary of Education.   
 
McArdle, Sophia 
Sophia McArdle is a policy analyst on the Policy and Budget Development Staff (PBDS) of 
the Office of Postsecondary Education (OPE) and presently on loan to the Office of 
Vocational and Adult Education (OVAE) at the U.S. Department of Education. Prior to 
joining the Department in 2000, she accumulated over 18 years of combined experience as 
an administrator, teacher, and researcher in education and psychology at both public and 
private institutions of higher education.  She has also worked as a program officer for Higher 
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Education Programs at OPE. Her doctorate from American University is in Counseling and 
Development, with a supporting field in Educational Administration. 
 
Miller, Sharon Lee 
Sharon Lee Miller serves as Director of the Division of Academic and Technical Education 
(DATE) within the U.S. Department of Education’s Office of Vocational and Adult 
Education. DATE is responsible for administering one of the Department’s largest formula 
grant programs, which currently distributes about 1.2 billion annually to states under the 
newly-reauthorized Carl D. Perkins Career and Technical Education Act of 2006 (Perkins 
IV). The division also administers discretionary grants to improve the quality of career and 
technical education for Native Americans, Native Alaskans, and Native Hawaiians; gathers 
data for national accountability and for state and local program improvement; and conducts 
national initiatives that improve the rigor and relevance of career and technical education 
programs.  
 
A native of Schenectady, New York, Sharon holds a Ph.D. in Educational Theory and 
Practice from the University at Albany in New York State. Her OVAE work experience 
includes oversight of research, development, and evaluation studies on issues pertaining to 
career and technical education. Prior to coming to the Department, she worked for the New 
York State Education Department with State staff responsible for administering career and 
technical education grants to local education agencies, conducting statewide evaluations, and 
gathering performance accountability data. She has formerly taught at the both the 
Kindergarten and college level. 
 
Romer, Margaret 
Margaret Romer serves as Deputy Director of the Division of Academic and Technical 
Education (DATE) within the U.S. Department of Education’s Office of Vocational and 
Adult Education. Prior to joining OVAE, Margaret served as the Deputy Director of 
Monitoring and State Improvement Planning in the Office of Special Education Programs at 
the US Department of Education. During her career Margaret has worked in the public and 
private sectors and brings to the Department eighteen years of experience in public school 
education. She received an M.B.A. from the University of Maryland and a B.S. in Education 
from Lock Haven State College.   
 
Vrbka, Donna 
Donna Vrbka, MA Ed., has 26 years of experience in the Education and Training Career 
Cluster. She is currently an Intergovernmental Personnel Act appointee in the College and 
Career Transitions Branch of the Office of Vocational and Adult Education. At the state 
level, she is on the Nebraska Career and Technical Education curriculum team as a School 
Counseling Program Specialist. There she has contributed to the design, planning and 
implementation of the Nebraska Career Education model that includes rigorous programs of 
study, a web-based career information system, and comprehensive school counseling 
programs with academic/career goal setting, career development curriculum and personal 
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learning plans for all students, based on the 16 Career clusters. She wrote the “Nebraska 
School Counseling Career Development Guide.” At the local level, she is experienced as K-12 
School Counselor, a 7-12 Family and Consumer Sciences classroom teacher and a University 
of Nebraska Extension Educator. 
 


