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June 17, 2009 
 
 
Dear Education Reformer: 
 
This is the second in a series of issue briefs in which Democrats for Education 
Reform will present innovative ideas for Education Secretary Arne Duncan’s $5 
billion “Race to the Top” initiative.  (For more on the Race to the Top issue briefs 
series go to www.dfer.org.) 
 
The Race to the Top fund is the icing on the cake of more than $100 billion in federal 
education funds appropriated under the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act 
in February.  This fund, which represents 5% of the recent historic investment in 
America’s schools, allows Secretary Duncan to establish clear reform priorities for 
states and to back those priorities up by funding only those states who are willing to 
break through the chains of a status quo which historically hasn’t worked for too 
many students from coast to coast.  The challenge for the Race to the Top 
competition will be to ensure that this massive federal investment in productive 
change fulfills its unique purpose and its enormous potential. 
 
Race to the Top represents a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to take steps at the 
federal level to help bring bold, inventive, and effective reform models to scale.  
 
We’ve never seen anything like Race to the Top in our lifetimes, whether it is judged 
by the size of the financial commitment or the sheer amount of ambition that comes 
with it.  Nor are we likely ever to see another such chance to implement meaningful 
reforms at this scale. Indeed, the stakes are incredibly high. It is absolutely critical 
that we get this right. 
 
The higher we set the bar on the Race to the Top, the more likely we are to enable 
those with proven approaches to expand their efforts, and in turn set the right 
example to which we expect other states to strive. This series will put forth some of 
the key components essential to a Race to the Top initiative that would truly live up 
to its title.  
 
We look forward to continuing to work with our elected officials and advocates at all 
levels of government to advance these goals over the coming months. 
 
 
 
 
Joe Williams     Charles Barone 
Executive Director    Director of Federal Policy 
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Unleashing IÎÎÏÖÁÔÉÏÎ )Î !ÍÅÒÉÃÁȭÓ 3ÙÓÔÅÍÓ ÏÆ 3ÃÈÏÏÌÓ 
 
 Across the U.S., non-public entities are bringing new energy and new ideas to school 

reform that break through bureaucratic inertia and move beyond outmoded ways of 

thinking about what schools can and should do.  The combination of investment capital 

and fresh outlooks from those outside traditional realms of education policy and practice 

has in many cases led to transformational changes in the operation of schools and the 

achievement of students. 

 

× At the MATCH  Charter School in Boston, recent college graduates, who live on the 

school site, make up a ñTutor Corpsò that, for small monthly stipends, provides 

supplemental instruction to small groups of students. In 

combination with other innovations, including 

collaboration with local initiatives such as the Boston 

Teacher Residency Program, student achievement has 

soared. 

 

Every MATCH student who took the MCAS in the Spring 

of 2008 earned a passing score on both the Math and 

English sections for the third consecutive year. Ninety-

four percent of MATCH students earned a score of 

Proficient or Advanced on the English section and ninety-

three percent earned a score of Proficient or Advanced on 

the Math section.  

 

× Green Dot Public Schools, founded by Steve Barr in 

1999 has transformed education at 18 small preparatory 

high schools--17 in Los Angeles and 1 in the South Bronx, 

serving a total of 7500 students. In areas with 60-70% drop 

out rates, Green Dot retains and graduates over 80% of its 

students; nearly 80% of Green Dot graduates are accepted 

to 4-year universities.  

 

One of Green Dotôs innovations is a union contract that 

replaces ñtenureò with ñjust-causeò provisions so that there 

are collective bargaining protections coupled with 

accountability for results. Consequently, job stability is 

based not just on seniority but also on performance.  The 

contract asks teachers to be more involved in decision-making, and pays them higher 

salaries. All of this has been done in collaboration with teachersô unions, CTA and UFT.  

 

Green Dot and other disruptive innovators have forced a discussion that had not taken 

place in prior school reform efforts and, more importantly, that has resulted in action, 

rather than just rhetoric and hand-wringing. The R & D work they have done merits their 

being national leaders in informing the expansion of similar innovative efforts throughout 

the country. 

In allocating the 

$650 million in 

innovation grants, 

we suggest that the 

Secretary consider 

innovation across a 

three-tiered 

spectrum: Scaling 

proven innovations; 

innovations 

infrastructure; and 

early-stage 

innovations. 
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×Uncommon Schools. School Management Organizations are linking their high-

achieving networks of schools with new approaches to teacher education. Uncommon 

Schools, which operate a network of 11 schools in New York and New Jersey, has 

launched a teacher education program at Hunter College in partnership with two other 

high performing charter networks, KIPP and Achievement First.  Over time, ñTeacher U 

at UKAò (Uncommon Knowledge and Achievement), will train over 1,000 teachers each 

year, most of whom will be working in traditional New York City district schools  

 

× The most effective schools rely on data systems that allow teachers to easily and 

efficiently implement effective data-driven instructional practices. What is needed is a 

system that deploys technology that allows schools and districts to collaborate and 

integrate not just within districts or states, but across the country. This would allow 

teachers from coast to coast to share instructional materials, content, assessments, and 

best-practices; and allow instructional leaders to share professional development 

materials, videos, and observation and evaluation rubrics. 

 

× The NewSchools Venture Fund is guiding the creation of an academic systems 

initiative that can link schools and teachers so that they can share and align assessment 

and instructional material. For example, through the ñInstructional Resource Exchange,ò 

teachers can store and organize their instructional materials, find and utilize materials that 

others have created, and network and collaborate with peers. 

 

In allocating the $650 million in innovation grants, we suggest that the Secretary consider 

innovation across a three-tiered spectrum:  

  

Scaling Proven Innovations: The ARRA statutory language reflects the urgent need to 

scale up innovations already proven to have the ability to close the achievement gap 

between low-income students and their non-low-income peers. Many of the drivers of 

local reforms face sharp resource limits on their ability to expand. With adequate 

investment, we could greatly expand the number of children served by proven school 

reform models. 

 

Innovations Infrastructure. The most effective schools rely on data systems that allow 

teachers to easily and efficiently implement effective data-driven instructional practices. 

To make the Race to the Top effective, its major initiatives will require a class of 

supporting innovations, particularly in technology.  

 

Early-Stage Innovations. Inherent in the idea of innovation is taking risks and 
inventing new ways of solving critical problems. However, early-stage innovation 
requires careful selection and intensive support. Therefore, these funds should be 
administered through nonprofit intermediaries that have proven track records of 
successfully backing and launching innovations in education – success both in 
identifying promising innovations and entrepreneurial teams, and in guiding them 
through the complex process of scaling.   
 


