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This competition will not be based on politics or ideologyé Instead it will be based on a 

simple principle ï whether a state is ready to do what works. 

 

ñWeôre saying this is voluntary. If there are states that just donôt want to go in this 

direction, thatôs their prerogative.ò 

 
   President Barack Obama, Race to the Top Announcement, July 24, 2009 
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Race to the Top 

 

FAQ & A 
 

 

The U.S. Department of Education has finalized its Race to the Top regulations and has 

issued a request for proposals, with applications for Phase 1 funding due at 4:30 p.m. 

January 19, 2010; Phase 1 funding awards will be announced in April.  The deadline for 

Phase 2 applications will be June 1, 2010, 

and Phase 2 awards will be announced in 

September. 

 

States that do not feel they are ready for 

Phase 1 can refrain from applying and wait 

for Phase 2 without losing any 

competitiveness points, as can those who 

apply for Phase 1 and are turned down (i.e., 

they can re-apply in Phase II without 

penalty). 

 

The following are answers to frequently 

asked questions on Race to the Top 

eligibility, priorities, and policies. 

 

Q: Does Race to the Top create top-down 

mandates for states and school districts? 

 

A:  No. Race to the Top is a competitive 

grant program that is completely voluntary. 

States have full discretion in choosing 

whether or not they want to participate, and 

how far they want to go in proposing 

reforms pursuant to the guidelines issued 

by the U.S. Department of Education. 

 

Q: Isnôt Race to the Top overly 

prescriptive with a ñone size fits allò 

approach to state and local education 

policies? 

 

A:  No. There are only two eligibility 

criteria, the first  being that state has an 

approved ARRA state stabilization fund 

application, which requires that states meet 

ARRA stipulates that 
states receiving federal 
funds shall: 
 
- Improve teacher 
effectiveness and 
achieve equity in the 
distribution of 
qualified teachers; 
 
- Improve the 
collection and use of 
data; 
 
- Raise state academic 
standards and enhance 
the quality of student 
assessments; 
 
- Intervene in low-
performing schools 
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basic fiscal and policy requirements 

including assurances around each of 

the four priorities laid out by the 

President and Congress in February 

(see sidebar), and the second being 

that states not prohibit the use of 

student performance data as a criterion 

in the evaluation of teachers. 

 

Beyond that, all the U.S. Department 

of Education is asking for are reforms 

that are data-proven, long-term, and 

sustainable. The alternative, obviously, 

would be poorly though-through 

reforms that would waste precious 

federal, state, and local education 

dollars. 

 

States that are eligible and choose to 

apply will be rated and awarded 

priority points depending on how they 

plan to undertake reforms in one of 19 

general areas (see Appendix). States 

could choose to focus on a subset of 

these 19, and not emphasize others, 

and still get high scores if they propose 

credible reform efforts in their areas of 

focus. 

 

For an example, see possible options 

for improving teacher effectiveness 

and equalizing the distribution of 

qualified teachers in the sidebar. 
 

Q: Are states being rushed to develop 

plans too hastily without thoughtful 

planning? 

 

A:  No. Several states, such as 

Colorado, Delaware, Louisiana, and 

Rhode Island are using Race to the 

Top as a catalyst to implement plans 

they have been developing over a long 

period of time. Certain reforms, such 

as raising charter school caps or 

eliminating the student data-teacher 

evaluation firewall are ñno-brainers,ò 

Possible Options for Improving Teacher Effectiveness and 

Equalizing the Distribution of Qualified Teachers 

 

ñBefore a state can even apply for a grant, it has to change 

any laws that prevent us from factoring in the performance 

of students when weôre evaluating their teachers. But thatôs 

not enough. If a state wants to increase its chances of 

actually winning a grant, itôs going to  have to do more.ò  

 

-- Barack Obama, Madison, WI, November 4
th

, 2009. 

 

-- Undertake ñhuman capital reconnaissanceò through a 
P-20 assessment of principal and teacher quality and 
systems of preparation and evaluation. 
 
--  Align teacher preparation with needs of school districts. 
 
-- Institute an accountability system for teacher 
preparation programs. 
 
-- Expand high-quality alternative teacher preparation 
and certification programs. 
 
-- Raise the bar for passing teacher licensure 
examinations. 
 
-- Require that all teachers complete a residency 
program. 
 
-- Give novice teachers a lighter teaching load and ample 
time for lesson planning, interaction with colleagues, and 
professional development.  
 
-- Develop and implement rigorous evaluations of 
effective administration and teaching that make 
meaningful differentiations and use multiple rating 
categories 
 
-- Give principals autonomy to hire and promote 
teachers.  
 
-- Ensure all teachers have the knowledge and expertise 
necessary to provide quality instruction in the subjects 
they teach via a college major or state test. 
 
-- Provide pay bonuses to qualified, effective teachers 
who teach in, and agree to a multi-year commitment in, 
high-minority and high-poverty schools and/or who have 
skills in shortage areas like math and science, or in 
teaching English language learners or students with 
disabilities. 
 
-- Reform tenure policies: extend timeline and delay or 
deny tenure for those teachers deemed ineffective; 
promptly remove tenured teachers for poor performance, 
incompetence or gross negligence. 
 
-- Base teacher assignments and layoffs on quality rather 
than on seniority. 
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which would not have been brought to light had the President and the Secretary not 

focused public attention and scrutiny on these issues. 

 

It is also important to note that many states began planning reforms when ARRA and 

Race to the Top were signed into law, meaning that their applications will be filed almost 

a year after final passage. Stateôs that feel they need more time may wait to file their 

applications for Phase 2 funding in June, as may states whose applications for Phase 1 

have been turned down and been revised according to feedback from peer reviewers. 

 

Q: Does Race to the Top require that states rely on a single test score to evaluate 

teachers? 

 

A:  No. All that RttT requires is that ñthere must not be any legal, statutory, or regulatory  

barriers at the State level to linking data on student achievement or student growth (as 

defined to teachers and principals for the purpose of teacher and principal evaluation.ò   

 

It also gives bonus points to states that include student achievement as one of multiple 

measures in teacher evaluations. States are encouraged to use a variety of other 

information in addition to test scores as they see fit to determine teacher effectiveness and 

inform interventions in low-performing schools.  

 

If anything, the Race to the Top guidelines are too weak and ambiguous on the use of 

student achievement data in teacher evaluations. For example, a state would seem to be 

eligible if it allowed student data for some types of teacher evaluations (annual 

ñreviewsò) and not others (e.g., awarding tenure) or if it used evaluations that were biased 

or subjective (such as having teachers in the same school rate each other), though it is 

clear that such states would be less competitive than others whose plans were more robust 

in these areas. 

 

Q: Does Race to the Top deem charter schools the answer to school reform or rely on 

charter schools as a ñsilver bulletò for school turnarounds? 

 

A:  No. States are encouraged to intervene on behalf of students in low-performing 

schools by any of several possible means, with high quality charters being only one 

possible option. The four models, as categorized and explained in Appendix C of the 

Department of Educationôs RttT notice are transformation, turnaround, restart, and 

school closure. These models vary in the extent to which school leadership, teachers, and 

policies are changed, with school closure being the most fundamental and severe form of 

intervention. None need necessarily include charters schools. 

 

To clarify this, the Department made some key changes to the guidance as follows: 

 

ñNotwithstanding research showing that charter schools on average perform 

similarly to traditional public schools, a growing body of evidence suggests that 

high-quality charter schools can be powerful forces for increasing student 

achievement, closing achievement gaps, and spurring educational innovation.  
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As a consequence, the selection criterion pertaining to charter schools has been 

shifted from the Turning Around the Lowest-Achieving Schools section to the 

General section, where it more appropriately reflects charter schoolsô broader 

role as a tool for school innovation and reform. [see (F)(2) in the table in 

Appendix].ò 

 

What the Race to the Top does is give priority to states that do not block charter schools 

as a possible school reform and innovation option, such as through arbitrary charter 

school caps and other policies that inhibit the creation or growth of high-quality public 

charter schools. Ten states actually have no charter authorizing laws whatsoever. 

 

States also will be awarded priority points if they finance charter schools equitably i.e., 

provide the same per pupil expenditure and facilities funding as for traditional public 

schools.  

 

In other words, states donôt have to rule charter schools in to all of their reform and 

innovation efforts; but they will lose priority points if they handicap them or arbitrarily 

rule them out. 

 

Q: Are RttT reforms based on sound research? 

 

A:   Yes. The U.S. Department of Education requires states and school districts to base 

their reform plans on the best available research and on practices that have shown 

previous success and effectiveness, but leaves decisions about how to implement those 

policies and procedure up to states and local school districts. 

 

What sets Race to the Top apart from previous reform efforts is that it requires states to 

create and implement robust data systems so that they can gather and utilize information 

about where they are succeeding and where they are not, and in turn inform the targeting 

of resources and interventions in as close to real time as possible.  

 

This puts school research data, evaluation, and feedback in the hands of those 

actually responsible for running our schools and educating our children. If done 

correctly and thoughtfully, these data systems will allow research and data to be based on 

actual state and local practices; reflect state and localsô unique populations and challenge; 

and, guide school policies, in as close to real time as possible, in a way heretofore 

impossible.  

 

Q: Is Race to the Top overly reliant on tests that do not accurately measure student 

learning? 

 

A:  Race to the Top recognizes that today the quality of tests is highly variable across the 

50 states. Some states, such as Massachusetts, have student assessments that are 

exemplary. But the majority of states rely too much on off-the-shelf tests that measure a 

narrow range of student knowledge and skills and limit their formats to ñfill in the 

bubbleò responses.  
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Moreover, many states, like Mississippi for example, have standards and assessments that 

set the bar so low that their results give the false impression that students are achieving at 

high levels based on scores on their own state tests, even though those same students 

score at the bottom on the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP). The 

problem is that NAEP scores are only available for the state as a whole; so we have no 

idea how local school districts are doing in educating their students or closing 

achievement gaps relative to their peers nationwide. 

 

It is for these reasons that $350 million of the $4.35 billion in Race to the Top funding is 

being set aside for states to join in cooperative efforts to improve their assessments based 

on a set of high, common standards. This is the first such federal effort in a decade and a 

half. 

 

Race to the Top does prioritize cooperative efforts between states, through consortia, to 

raise standards and improve assessments in awarding a portion of the remaining $4 

billion in Race to the Top funds. Such standards are supposed to be internationally 

benchmarked and built toward college and career readiness by the end of high school. 

Too few states meet these criteria now. 

 

Q: Doesnôt this mandate that all states join in the Common Core Standards Initiative 

(CCSI) being led by the NGA and CCSSO, which is a voluntary, non-federal effort? 

 

A:  No. States that choose not to participate in the CCSI have been encouraged to apply, 

as long as they are raising or proposing to raise their standards and improve their 

assessments. But they are only awarded priority points if they do so as part of some 

consortium.  

 

Q:  Isnôt this a bad time for states to enact education reforms? Why not postpone 

education reform until the economy rebounds? 

 

A:  Actually, the time for pursuing education reform could not be better. Not pursuing 

research-based, long-term, and sustainable education reforms as required under Race to 

the Top may be the most costly decision of all, both for individual students and for the 

U.S. economy. 

 

A report issued in April by McKinsey & Company found that: 

 

ñIf the gap between black and Latino student performance and white student 

performance had been narrowed [in recent years], GDP in 2008 would have 

been between $310 billion and $525 billion higher, or 2 to 4 percent of GDP.  

 

ñIf the gap between low-income students and the rest had been similarly 

narrowed, GDP in 2008 would have beené higher [by] 3 to 5%.ò 

 

Q: Wonôt education reform impose prohibitive costs on states and districts? Wouldnôt it 
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be better to simply distribute the $4.35 billion to all 

50 states by formula? 

 

A:  States are already receiving billions in 

formula-driven and competitive grant 

programs. Race to the Top funding comes on the 

heels of $95 billion in general aid to education to 

states and schools districts under ARRA. Tens of 

billions more will be appropriated under Title I, 

IDEA, and other programs this Fall (see sidebar). 

Many of these non-RttT funds are focused on one 

of the 4 RttT reform areas.  

 

For example, states will receive $3 billion over and 

above RttT solely for the purpose of turning around 

low-performing schools. A common standards 

effort is underway, through a voluntary effort in all 

but 3 states, funded entirely by non-federal and 

non-public sources; Secretary Duncan has set aside 

$350 million in ARRA stimulus funds specifically 

for the purpose of developing high-quality, multi-

state assessments systems.  Forty-three states have 

already received federal grants for developing 

longitudinal data systems. 

 

What Race to the Top is, and should be, about is 

investing in those states best able and most willing 

to undertake truly ambitious and thoughtful 

systemic reforms to make better use of existing 

federal, state, and local funds in the service of 

more efficient and effective educational 

programs for students. The alternative is yet 

another lowest common denominator, formula-

driven grant program that would amount to only 

about $75 per student if the $4 billion were 

distributed to every local school district in the U.S. 

 

Moreover, some reforms that would cost nothing 

could actually save money and jobs. 

 

One of the most cost effective strategies that could 

boost the quality of education would be to base 

teacher layoffs on effectiveness rather than salary. 

 

A study released by the Center for Reinventing 

Public Education (CPRE) earlier this year found that some existing school policies are 

K-12 Education funds 
appropriated under 

ARRA 
 

State Fiscal Stabilization: 
$53.6 billion 

 
Title I/Disadvantaged: $10 

billion 
 

IDEA/Students with 
Disabilities: $13 billion 

 
School Improvement 

Program Grants: $3 billion 
 

Statewide Data Systems: 
$250 million 

 
Teacher Incentive Fund: 

$200 million 
 
 
 

For up to date information on 
2010 appropriations for 
education, which will be over and 
above those contained under 
ARRA, see the New America 
&ÏÕÎÄÁÔÉÏÎȭs Ed Money Watch: 
 
http://www.newamerica.net/blog
/ed-money-
watch/2009/preliminary -2010-
education-appropriations-
comparison-13696 
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both costly and work against the aim of pursuing educational excellence for all children. 

The CRPE analysis showed that if teacher layoffs were made on the basis of teacher 

effectiveness rather than seniority, as is the case in virtually every school district in the 

country, there would be significant cost savings, layoffs would be reduced by about one-

third, and the proportion of effective teachers in the active teaching force would be 

increased substantially. 

 

To put it briefly and bluntly, and early career, effective teachers is a much better bargain 

than a senior teacher who is unqualified or who is not performing up to expectations. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix A  

 

Eligibility, Priority Areas and Application Evaluation Criteria  

 

Eligibility  

 

1. State has an approved ARRA state stabilization fund application; meets fiscal and 

policy requirements including 4 assurances. 

 
2. States does not prohibit the use of student data in the evaluation of teachers. 
 

 

Priorities  

 

1. Absolute Priority: Comprehensive education reform plan. 

2. Competitive Preference Priority: Emphasis on science, technology, engineering, math. 

3. Invitational Priority: Innovations for improving early education (pre-K-3). 

4. Invitational Priority: Expansion and adaptation of statewide longitudinal data systems 

 

Point System (See Chart) 
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Appendix B 

 

Required Data Elements (America COMPETES Act) 

 

 

Passed U.S. House of Representatives by a vote of 367-57 on August 2, 2007 and was 

endorsed by a wide range of interest groups including the U.S. Chamber of Commerce 

and the National Education Association. 

 

The Act lists 12 education longitudinal data system elements that form the basis for those 

required under ARRA and Race to the Top: 

 

1. Unique student identifier  

 

2. Student level enrollment, demographic and program participation information  

 

3. Student level exit, transfer, dropout, or continuation to postsecondary institution 

information  

 

4. Ability to communicate with postsecondary data systems  

 

5. State data audit system assessing data quality, validity, and reliability.  

 

6. Yearly individual student test records  

 

7. Information on students not tested by grade and by subject  

 

8. Teacher identifier with ability to match teachers to students  

 

9. Student level transcript information to include courses completed and grades earned  

 

10. Student level college readiness test scores  

 

11. Data on student transitions to secondary to postsecondary including information on 

remedial coursework  

 

12. Additional data necessary to address preparation/alignment for student success in 

postsecondary education  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


