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Date:    October 22, 2009

To:       Education Stakeholders in Washington State

                

From:   Washington State Race to the Top (RTTT) Coordinating Committee

RE:       WA State Plans for a Phase 1 Race to the Top Grant Application 

This is a lengthy communication, but it reflects and describes one of the most significant education reform initiatives of our lifetime and the state plan to address the challenge presented by it.  What follows is a description of the federal Race to the Top grant opportunity and a summary of the preliminary plans for producing a state application for Phase 1 of the competition. This memo includes a request for your assistance to provide information on the specific ways you can participate and/or provide input and concludes with ways to obtain additional information about RTTT.

Background

In February 2009, President Obama signed the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) into law. Designed to stimulate the economy and create jobs, ARRA is providing critically needed funding for many sectors of the economy, including education. ARRA specifically provides $4.35 billion for the Race to the Top Fund, a competitive grant program designed to encourage and reward states that are creating the conditions for education innovation and reform, improving student achievement and outcomes, closing achievement gaps, improving graduation rates, and ensuring student preparation and success in college and careers. 

Each state’s Race to the Top application must be made by the Governor and be signed by the Chief State School Officer and the State Board of Education and other approving entities. It must contain an extensive assessment of the state’s current status of reform efforts and present a comprehensive plan for improving future student outcomes in four broad areas:

1. Internationally-benchmarked standards and assessments.

2. Development of data systems that measure success and improve instruction.

3. Supporting effective teachers and leaders.

4. Turning around low-performing schools.

The U.S Department of Education will award Race to the Top grants in two phases.  Phase 1 RTTT grant applications will be available mid-November and awarded in early 2010. Phase 2 RTTT grants will follow with Spring 2010 applications and announcements of awards approximately one year from now. The size range of state awards has not been announced, however, it is estimated that successful applicants could receive grants in the $100–$200 million range.

Washington State Plan

Governor Christine Gregoire, State Superintendent of Public Instruction Randy Dorn and Mary Jean Ryan, President of the State Board of Education will direct Washington’s Race to the Top effort.  Plans are underway for making a Phase 1 application.  The state application Coordinating Committee will be lead by Judy Hartmann, Education Advisor to Governor Gregoire who will serve as Project Manager. The Coordinating Committee includes Dr. Alan Burke, OSPI Deputy Superintendent for K-12 Education, and Edie Harding, Executive Director of the State Board of Education. The Request for Proposals and the official application materials have not been released by the U.S. Department of Education, however, a great deal of preliminary information on proposed priorities, definitions, and grant selection criteria has been put forth in Federal Register notices and in formal and informal department communications. 

We are writing to share Washington’s preliminary organizational efforts and to ask for your commitment, ideas and direct assistance in making Washington State’s application reflect the larger state vision for excellence in all our schools and positive outcomes for all state students.  This is an opportunity of a lifetime, backed by unprecedented federal fiscal resources which will allow us to review state efforts after two decades of reform initiatives and propose innovations within a plan for improving student outcomes and schools which will change the future of education in Washington.

Our state grant application development will be built around the important core education improvement efforts that currently exist and are major components in the state education agenda for change. The recommendations and products will be organized around the four ARRA reform areas noted above.  The components of the final application and must hold up against six requirements. 

 

· The proposed efforts must address the needs of the state’s full range of students.

· The proposed efforts must be shown to be effective strategies for change and improving student outcomes.

· The proposed efforts must be equitable for all students and to all state schools and districts.

· The proposed efforts must be research-based.

· The proposed efforts must be able to be taken to scale – state level.  

· The proposed efforts must be sustainable – able to be maintained without RTTT funding.

You can help with the challenges and be a part of this unique opportunity. 

The Race to the Top opportunity must be a collaborative effort between the state and local districts.  The strategies and programs must be developed and implemented with participating local school districts.  At least 50% of the funds provided to successful grantees are reserved for the state’s school districts that agree to implement the state plan.  Grant resources may also support state-level efforts.  Wide-range participation and commitment to the plan is expected of the successful state applicants.

Second, the Race to the Top opportunity calls for all of us to think creatively about the best ways we can help all of our students achieve their fullest potential.  It is not intended to support the status quo, focus on special groups of students or overlap existing federal or state initiatives.  The bold and innovative plans must also be achievable and produce measured results.  It will be extremely important that the state plan reflects an understanding of the interdependence of the four reform areas and not just be a collection of isolated ideas.

The pace of this race will be tremendously fast and it goes on as the new school year begins, while the state and district budgets are being dramatically cut and we are not yet out from the economic effects the current recession has had on schools and families.  This is a tall order that will require our most creative thinking and cooperative work.

Understanding these conditions, we are asking for help in two ways.

1. Submission of plans, data, proposals and ideas that support the four reform initiatives; meet the above requirements and expectations and have positive responses to the quality factors summarized above.  Further information on this activity will be made available on the websites listed below, after the formal Request for Proposals (RFP) has been published by the U.S. Department of Education.  The RFP is expected mid-November.

2. Responding to proposals and/or preliminary drafts with specific comments.  The avenues for individual, organizational and citizen input are being developed and will be widely publicized.

Eight RTTT Work Teams have been identified.  Leaders for each RTTT Work Team are listed below:

· Standards and Assessments
Jessica Vavrus, Director of Teaching & Learning, OSPI 

Joe Willhoft, Assistant Superintendent of Assessment and Student Information, OSPI 
· Data Systems to Support Instruction
Bob Butts, Assistant Superintendent for Public Policy and Planning, OSPI

· Great Teachers and Leaders 
Judy Hartmann, K-12 Education Policy Advisor, Governor’s Office 

Jennifer Wallace, Executive Director, Professional Education Standards Board  

· Turning Around Struggling Schools 
Edie Harding, Executive Director, State Board of Education  

Janell Newman, Assistant Superintendent of District and School Improvement, OSPI 

· STEM  - Science, Technology, Engineering, Math

Bob Butts, Assistant Superintendent for Public Policy and Planning, OSPI 

· Dropout Prevention
            Dan Newell, Assistant Superintendent of Secondary Education, OSPI 

                  Alan Burke, Deputy Superintendent for K-12 Education, OSPI 

· Achievement Gap
Erin Jones, Assistant Superintendent for Student Achievement, OSPI 

· Core 24 
Kathe Taylor, Policy Director, State Board of Education  

Additional information regarding the Race to the Top grant opportunity may be found on the following websites: 

· U.S. Department of Education Race to the Top website:  http://www.ed.gov/programs/racetothetop/index.html
· For Federal Register information for CFDA 84.395A, open the link to Notice of Proposed Priorities on the above page.

· Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction Main Page:  http://www.k12.wa.us/ 

· A special link from the main page is being developed for RTTT updates and information.

The Governor’s Office is establishing a special RTTT website that is expected to be active in a few weeks.  The site will include a Question and Answer link, specific avenues for public and stakeholder group input and the most current information on the state application process.

· Go to www.recovery.wa.gov . This page will have a Race to the Top button once it is active.

Please send all inquires related to the process to RTTTinfo@k12.wa.us.

Thank you for your assistance and support of the Washington State Race to the Top application development process.  
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