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Race to the Top Draft Priorities, Requirements, Definitions, and Selection Criteria Overview 

July 31, 2009 

On Wednesday, July 29th, the U.S. Department of Education (DOE) formally released its proposed 
priorities for the Race to the Top Fund (R2T) authorized under the American Recovery and Reinvestment 
Act (ARRA).  These priorities prominently feature public charter schools as an effective reform that 
states need to embrace to increase their chances of winning an R2T grant.    

Although some versions of these priorities were released beginning last week, the final version (which is 
slightly different from the previously released versions) can be found here: 
http://www.ed.gov/legislation/FedRegister/proprule/2009-3/072909d.html 

The DOE has published these draft priorities enabling the public to comment before they are finalized.  
When finalized, these priorities will outline the qualifications and requirements for winning a R2T Grant. 
As such, it is important that the public comment in support or opposition to elements with which they 
agree or disagree by August 28th, 2009.  The National Alliance will be submitting formal comments on 
behalf of the charter school movement in support of the strong references in the draft to the role of 
charter schools and criteria around states supporting high-quality charter school movements.  This 
document provides an overview of the DOE’s draft priorities.  

What is the Race to the Top? 

The ARRA made a significant appropriation of $4.35 billion for a competitive grant competition to 
motivate states to make significant education reforms.  In the statute, this appropriation is referred to 
as the State Incentive Grant Fund, but it has come to be known as the Race to the Top Grant (R2T).   Of 
the $4.35 billion appropriated for this competition, $4 billion will be awarded to states via a grant 
competition focused on 4 key assurances:  

• implementing rigorous standards and assessments; 

• improving teacher effectiveness and achieving equity in teacher distribution;  

• improving the collection and usage of data; and 

• supporting struggling schools or effective interventions in failing schools.    

A separate competition will be held for approximately $350 million to support the development of 
assessments aligned to the common core of standards being developed by a consortia of states (which is 
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a reference to the project led by the National Governors Association, the Council of Chief State School 
Officers, and Achieve).  This competition will be separate from the $4 billion described above.  Together, 
these two pots of money are the Race to the Top Funds.   

Who Applies for R2T Funds? 

States are the only entities eligible to apply for an R2T grant, and Governors must apply on behalf of a 
state.  Additionally, any state application must be signed by the State’s Chief State School Officer and 
the President of the State Board of Education in addition to the Governor.   

However, a state must also include statements of support for its R2T application from state teachers’ 
unions and charter school authorizers, other state and local leaders (business, community, civil rights, 
and education association leaders), grant making foundations and other funding sources, and LEAs 
(including charter school LEAs).  This requirement affords stakeholders an opportunity to help craft their 
state application.   

How will Funds be Awarded and When? 

R2T grants will be awarded via two distinct grant competitions.  The first competition will be announced 
and opened later this year with awards made in early 2010.  The second competition will be announced 
and opened in late spring of 2010 with awards being made by September 2010.  The DOE is purposefully 
staggering the competitions so states have a chance to amend their policies to align with the priorities 
for winning a grant.  States may apply both times; however, they can only receive one award.  Thus, 
states denied an award the first grant cycle may apply again during the second competition.   

When a state receives an R2T grant, at least 50% of the funds MUST be provided to the LEAs in the state 
(including charter schools which are their own LEAs) relative to the funds they were awarded under Title 
I, Part A of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act.  Unlike ARRA’s State Fiscal Stabilization Funds, 
states can require LEAs to spend these dollars in line with the state’s reform plans. The remaining funds 
are controlled by the state for purposes of accomplishing its plans around the four key assurances 
previously bulleted.   

How Do States Win A Grant? 

The R2T grant is a competitive grant competition, meaning the DOE scores state applications for these 
funds against a series of priorities it determines are most important to ensuring the R2T dollars are most 
effectively spent.  In order to win, applications must meet the eligibility requirements and score the 
highest on the graded scale.  The Secretary of Education has proposed five priorities for awarding these 
funds.  These priorities all have different weights, and some have further clarifications.  The five 
priorities are: 

• First, a comprehensive approach to the four education reform assurances bulleted before 
(implementing rigorous standards and assessments; improving teacher effectiveness and 
achieving equity in teacher distribution; improving the collection and usage of data; and 
supporting struggling schools or effective interventions in failing schools) – this one is an 
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absolute priority, meaning states must have what the DOE determines as a comprehensive 
approach to these assurances to be eligible.   

• Second, an emphasis on Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM) – this one is 
a competitive propriety, meaning states can be awarded additional points on their application 
for focusing on this topic OR an application that focuses on STEM can be selected over an 
application of comparable merit that does not focus on STEM. 

• Third, an expansion and/or adaptation of a statewide longitudinal data system – this one is an 
invitational priority, meaning the DOE is interested in receiving applications in line with this 
priority, but they will not prioritize an application meeting this priority over one that does not. 

• Fourth, P-20 coordination and vertical alignment - this one is an invitational priority, meaning 
the DOE is interested in receiving applications in line with this priority, but they will not 
prioritize an application meeting this priority over one that does not. 

• Fifth, school level conditions for reform and innovation (i.e., states that  provide LEAs with 
flexibilities and autonomy enabling them to be innovative and reform oriented) - this one is an 
invitational priority, meaning the DOE is interested in receiving applications in line with this 
priority, but they will not prioritize an application meeting this priority over one that does not. 

The DOE will judge states both on what they have done in the past in line with the reform goals of the 
DOE (i.e., State Reform Conditions Criteria) and what they plan to do with the funds they are awarded 
via a grant (i.e., the Reform Plan Criteria).   

Additionally, there are two key REQUIREMENTS a state must meet to be eligible for a R2T grant.  First, a 
state must be approved for both phase 1 and phase 2 of the State Fiscal Stabilization Fund (SFSF). States 
were awarded their phase 1 SFSF funding earlier this year, and now are eligible for their phase 2 SFSF 
funding.  This funding is also intended to drive reform around the four assurances in the R2T program.  
As such, the DOE has determined that a state must meet the basic criteria involved with the SFSF 
funding before it can compete for an R2T grant.   

Second, a state MUST NOT HAVE ANY LEGAL, STATUTORY, OR REGULATORY BARRIERS TO LINKING 
STUDENT ACHIEVEMENT OR STUDENT GROWTH DATA TO TEACHERS FOR THE PURPOSE OF TEACHER 
AND PRINCIPAL EVALUATION.    

Where Are Charter Schools in the DOE’s R2T Priorities? 

The Obama Administration has prioritized driving education reform with the R2T grants, all focused on 
the four assurances previously mentioned.  To demonstrate a state’s commitment to these assurances, 
the DOE has outlined 19 innovative and reform-oriented policies.  The DOE is interested in both what a 
state has done (i.e., State Reform Condition Criteria) and what a state plans to do (i.e., Reform Plan 
Criteria) on these 19 criteria to support education reform.  The 19 criteria are: 

 Assurance 1 - Standards and Assessments:  

State Reform Condition Criteria 
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1) Developing and adopting common standards 
2) Developing and implementing common, high quality assessments 

 
Reform Plan Criteria 

 
3) Supporting transition to enhanced standards and high quality assessments 
4) Fully implementing a statewide longitudinal data system 

Assurance 2 - Data Systems to Support Instruction:  

State Reform Condition Criteria 

5) Accessing and using State data 

Reform Plan Criteria 

6) Using data to improve instruction 

Assurance 3 – Great Teachers and Leaders 

 State Reform Conditions Criteria 

7) Providing alternative pathways for aspiring teachers and principals 
 

Reform Plan Criteria 
 

8) Differentiating teacher and principal effectiveness based on performance 
9) Ensuring equitable distribution of effective teachers and principals 
10) Reporting the effectiveness of teacher and principal preparation programs 
11) Providing effective support to teachers and principals 

Assurance 4 - Turning Around Struggling Schools:  

State Reform Conditions Criteria 

12) Intervening in the lowest performing schools 
13) Increasing the supply of high quality charter schools 

Reform Plan Criteria 

14) Turning around struggling schools 

Overall State Selection Criteria:  

 State Reform Condition Criteria 

15) Demonstrating significant progress in each of these areas 
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16) Making education funding a priority 
17) Enlisting statewide support and commitment 

Reform Plan Criteria 

18) Raising achievement and closing the achievement gaps 
19) Building strong statewide capacity to implement, scale, and sustain the proposed plans. 

To score high on the grant application, states must excel at these criteria.  So, these criteria are markers 
for states to meet, meaning states will need to have policy environments in line with these priorities to 
be eligible for winning a grant.  If they currently don’t, they will need to make policy changes in order to 
get into alignment to be competitive for a grant.    

In regard to criterion 13 on increasing the supply of high quality charter schools, the DOE is concerned 
with four key evidence points: 

1) The  extent to which the state has a charter school law that does not prohibit or effectively 
inhibit increasing the number of charter schools or otherwise restrict student enrollment in 
charter schools; 

2) The extent to which the state has statues and guidelines regarding how charter school 
authorizers approve, monitor, hold accountable, reauthorize, and close charter schools, 
including to what extent student academic achievement factors in those decisions; 

3) The extent to which the State’s charter schools receive equitable funding compared to 
traditional public schools and a commensurate share of local, state, and federal program 
and revenue sources; and, 

4) The extent to which charter schools receive facilities assistance or aid, and the extent to 
which the State does not impose any facility-related requirements on charter schools that 
are stricter than those applied to traditional pubic schools. 

Additionally, charter schools are featured as a core evidence point for states turning around struggling 
schools via criterion 14 through converting them to charter status or partnering with a charter 
organization to run the school.   

For more about these criteria, as well as the evidence the DOE is asking to receive to support a state’s 
claims about them, see Appendix I.  Although many of these criteria may not directly reference charter 
schools, charters can certainly be an asset in a state application on them, especially in areas where 
charters are leading (such as using data to drive instruction).   

Charter school advocates should think creatively about how to leverage their schools’ attributes across 
all of these criteria; especially in areas where charter schools are leading the reform efforts in their 
respective states.  Just because charter schools are not clearly referenced under a particular criterion, 
for instance “effective teachers,” does not preclude charter schools from discussing their efforts to 
ensure that the most effective teachers are always employed and deployed in the highest-need 
communities.     
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Next Steps and Talking Points 

The DOE’s priorities are just in draft form and can be amended.  Various organizations and individuals 
will be formally commenting about these priorities over the next several weeks, including the National 
Alliance for Public Charter Schools.  In the interim, we invite suggestions for our comments to be 
emailed to racetothetopcomments@publiccharters.org.  Additionally, we will convene a conference call 
on August 7th to update state association leaders and other stakeholders on our formal comments.   

We have also prepared the following talking points on the draft R2T priorities that might be useful as 
you start to talk to media and other opinion leaders in your state about the draft R2T priorities: 

• The recently released draft Race to the Top priorities send a strong signal to states that 
significant education reform is required to win a Race to the Top grant.   The priorities are strong 
in many ways across the education reform spectrum, especially regarding the role of public 
charter schools in bringing new high quality options to students who previously didn’t have any 
and in helping to effectively turnaround failing public schools.   
 

• DOE recognizes that certain state level policies must recognize the role of charter schools in 
creating new high quality public school options.  Therefore,  to win a R2T grant, the DOE has 
highlighted four key policies: 
 

o The extent to which the state has a charter school law that DOES NOT prohibit or 
effectively inhibit increasing the number of charter schools in the State or otherwise 
restrict student enrollment in charters; 

o The extent to which the State has statutes or guidelines to standardize and 
professionalize the consistency of charter school authorizing in the state; 

o The extent to which the charter schools in the state receive equitable funding, including 
local, state, and federal dollars; and 

o The extent to which the State provides charter schools with facilities funding or 
assistance, including access to bonding and mill levies. 
 

• The DOE has also made it clear that they expect states to change their policies in order to receive a 
R2T grant and our state can do (X, Y, and Z) when it comes to charters to meet these criteria more 
completely.  Without these changes, we limit our chances of winning a R2T grant.  The National 
Alliance for Public Charter Schools recently released a model state charter school law, produced by 
experts in chartering and education policy, which provides our states a clear map for how to remedy 
these restrictive policies.   (http://www.publiccharters.org/ModelLaw) 
 

• As a core component of the R2T grant process, our state’s charter schools are extremely excited 
about being a resource for the entire state in securing these vital education reform dollars.  As the 
state crafts its application for these dollars, we are ready to work with our Legislature, Governor, 
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and other stakeholders to craft policies to meet these reform tenets and an application that will 
propel our state into the vanguard of quality education.   

I also encourage you to reach out to stakeholders (e.g., Chambers of Commerce, state Business 
Roundtables, other education reform groups, institutions of higher education, etc….) in your state and 
the media to share with them the valuable role that charter schools can play in helping your state secure 
R2T dollars.  The DOE’s draft priorities for the Race to the Top Fund presents the charter movement with 
a great opportunity to work with their state political and education leaders on behalf of education 
reform.  As states begin to craft their applications, charter advocates should use these priorities to 
ensure they are involved in those discussions.   

The National Alliance has also set up an initial online advocacy alert on the R2T guidance, and we 
strongly encourage you to direct your advocates to take action here.  As we work to coordinate and 
maximize the movement’s efforts, this alert and others will enable the National Alliance to effectively 
utilize online outreach to maximize our efforts.  Thank you.   

The alert can be found here: http://action.publiccharters.org/R2Tcomments. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://action.publiccharters.org/R2Tcomments�


National Alliance for Public Charter Schools – R2T Page 8 
 

Appendix I 
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