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Abstract

In an era of congressional gridlock and party polarization, presidents regularly rely

upon extra-legislative means to advance their policy agenda. Such means, however,

are not merely inherited. They also are fabricated anew. In this regard, one of most

significant innovations in recent years is President Barack Obama’s Race to the Top

initiative, which sought to stimulate the adoption of specific education reforms in state

governments around the country through a series of highly prescriptive policy compe-

titions. This paper evaluates the results of such e↵orts. To do so, it draws on three

original datasets: one on state applications to the competitions themselves; another

on state policy-making trends in a range of education policies that relate, to varying

degrees, to the competition; and a third on State of the State speeches. The paper

then relies upon a variety of identification strategies to gauge the influence of Race

to the Top on the nation’s education policy landscape. While precise estimates of the

magnitude of its impact prove elusive, taken as a whole the evidence suggests that Race

to the Top meaningfully augmented the production of state policies that were central

components of the president’s education agenda.
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by the Smith Richardson Foundation and the University of Chicago. All data were collected and coded by a
team of superb research assistants: Rachel Carnahan, Matthew Collins, Colleen Dolan, Dylan Lukes, Asya
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Among political actors, presidents may hold the prize for most entrepreneurial. Facing

extraordinary public expectations on the one hand and a relatively modest endowment

of constitutional authority on the other, presidents historically have fashioned all sorts

of mechanisms by which to advance their policy objectives: through unilateral directives

such as executive orders, proclamations, and national security directives, all of which have

received a good measure of scholarly attention (for reviews, see Howell 2005 and Mayer 2009);

but also through signing statements (Jackman 2014; Kelly, Marshall, and Watts 2013),

executive agreements (Martin 2000), memoranda (Woolley 2014), procurement provisions

(Gitterman 2013), and distributive outlays (Berry, Burden, and Howell 2010; Kriner and

Reeves 2015; Hudak 2013). In each of these ways, presidents have either discovered or

manufactured ways to shape public policy outside of the traditional legislative process. And

none, it bears emphasizing, find explicit mention in the Constitution.

The proliferation of policy-making tools, however, does not guarantee a significant ex-

pansion of presidential power. Unilateral directives are neither as far-reaching nor as durable

as legislation (Howell and Lewis 2002). Rather than expanding executive influence, some

executive agreements may only satisfy basic governance obligations (Krutz and Peake 2011).

And for all the media attention that signing statements have received (Savage 2007), their

actual policy significance remains unsubstantiated (Ostrander and Sievert 2013).

Still, under Barack Obama’s administration, presidential entrepreneurialism continues

unabated. Like his predecessors, Obama has sought to harness and consolidate his influence

outside of Congress. And like his predecessors, he has made contributions of his own to

the expanding arsenal of administrative policy devices. The most creative, perhaps, is

his Race to the Top (RttT) initiative. Equipped with a relatively modest sum of money,

Obama attempted to spur wide-ranging reforms in a policy domain – education – over

which he exercised no constitutional authority. Through a series of competitions in which

state applicants stood to win federal funds on the basis of their demonstrated willingness

to adopt education policies that the Obama administration supported, Obama introduced

an altogether new tool for presidents to expand their influence.

This paper evaluates the results of such e↵orts. In particular, it assesses RttT’s short-

term impacts on state-level policy making. To do so, it draws on three original datasets:

one on state applications to the RttT competitions themselves; another on state policy-

making trends in a range of education policies that relate, to varying degrees, to the RttT

competition; and a third on State of the State speeches. The paper then relies upon a

variety of identification strategies to gauge the influence of RttT on the nation’s education

policy landscape.

Given the observational nature of these data, no single test provides incontrovertible

evidence about the causal e↵ects of RttT. The overall findings, however, are at least con-

sistent with RttT having had a meaningful impact on the production of education policy.
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When scoring RttT applications, the federal Department of Education (hereafter, DOE)

rewarded states on both their past policy achievements and their expressed commitments to

enact new policies. In the aftermath of RttT, all states experienced a marked surge in the

adoption of education policies. This increase was significantly more pronounced on policies

that were explicitly mentioned and rewarded under the RttT competitions than for other

related education reforms. The observed increase in the production of RttT policies also was

particularly acute among states that won the RttT competition and especially concentrated

in the subset of RttT policies on which states made explicit policy commitments in their

RttT applications. Though we cannot rule out the possibility that the DOE successfully

forecasted policies that states would have adopted in the absence of RttT, the aggregate

evidence combined with facts about the competition and subsequent DOE monitoring sug-

gest that RttT either hastened the production of policies already under consideration or

promoted the adoption of altogether new policies.

The paper proceeds as follows. The first section describes the RttT competition, while

the second juxtaposes it within the relevant scholarly literatures. The third section presents

evidence that RttT rewarded state applicants on the basis of both their past policy achieve-

ments and their future policy commitments. The fourth presents and analyzes new data on

state policy making, summarizes the policymaking agendas as expressed through guberna-

torial speeches across the 50 states, and briefly characterizes the changes in education policy

making wrought by RttT in three states. The fifth section concludes.

1 Situating RttT within Existing Literatures

This paper sits at the intersection of three empirical literatures that rarely engage one

another: the first on the president’s unilateral powers, the second on federalism, and the

third consisting of specific evaluations of RttT itself. I briefly summarize each in turn.

A distinguishing feature of RttT, as discussed at greater length below, is the fact that

it emanated from executive rather than legislative initiative. Though Congress delegated

the requisite funds, it was the President and his subordinates who designed the competition

itself. RttT, as such, would appear to fall within the purview of a burgeoning group of

scholars who examine the president’s powers of unilateral action (Howell 2003; Mayer 2001;

Warber 2007; Cooper 2002). This research examines the particular conditions under which

the president and his subordinates rely upon di↵erent administrative actions (memoranda,

executive orders, proclamations, and the like) in order to advance policies that would not

survive the legislative process. So doing, this research focuses nearly exclusively on poli-

cies that emanate from the president himself or di↵erent administrative agencies under his

purview. Such policies, moreover, have legal standing and policy content in their own right.

Though an executive order may be issued in lieu of a legislative enactment, or in order to
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spur legislative activity, the order itself materially changes the actions of government in

ways – whether large or small – that have real-world consequences.

Though designed and implemented within the executive branch, RttT does not fit eas-

ily within the broader arsenal of unilateral powers commonly attributed to the president.

The potential significance of RttT lies not in the policies that it institutes but rather the

incentives it creates for other governing bodies (in this instance, states) to enact new policy.

Through RttT, the Obama administration hoped to encourage states to enact policies that

it could not issue itself. With constitutional responsibility over education resting among

states, the Obama administration could not unilaterally mandate the adoption of specific

policies. The entire purpose of RttT, then, was to encourage states to adopt the President’s

education agenda as its own.

The literature on federalism, by contrast, has a great deal to say about the relationships

between the federal and state governments; and, more specifically, about the e↵orts of the

president and Congress to influence state-level policy making. For the most part, however,

this literature focuses on dynamics that relate only weakly to RttT. Scholars have investi-

gated the various oversight mechanisms utilized by the federal government to improve the

chances that state governments will implement federal statutes in ways that comport with

the underlying interests of Congress and the President (see, e.g., Huber and Shipan 2002,

chapter 5; Derthick 1970; Smith 1968). And going back at least to V.O. Key (1937), scholars

have investigated the ways in which the federal government structures grants in order to

stimulate the local production of state and local policies that address specific problems (see

also: Hale and Palley 1981; Nathan 1970; Peterson, Rabe, and Wong 1986; Volden 1999;

Knight 2002).

In important ways, however, RttT breaks from all of these reasonably well-understood

features of federal-state relations. Most obviously, RttT grants were distributed through

a competition rather than through programmatic disbursements. RttT also does not link

federal funding to a state’s willingness to comply with the terms a newly enacted federal

statute. Rather, RttT is expressly designed to encourage states to adopt altogether new

policies; and should states opt not to participate in the competition, they su↵er no penalty

whatsoever. Moreover, RttT distinguishes itself by its highly prescriptive nature. Unlike

grants that encourage municipal and state governments to devise new solutions for problems

like poverty or environmental decay, RttT dictates the precise policies that a state must

adopt in order to receive higher scores under the competition. RttT does not support state

governments in their independent e↵orts to solve education problems as they see fit. Rather,

it holds out the possibility of receiving financial aid for adopting specific policies that the

DOE, and with it, the president, supports.

Historically, the federal government also has attempted to shape state-level policy mak-

ing through various punitive measures. For instance, the federal government may tie the

3



continued appropriation of transportation funds to a state’s maintenance of a specified mini-

mum drinking age. In such instances, there is a direct relationship between a state’s adoption

of a policy and the continued appropriation of federal funds. In RttT, however, the link was

not nearly so strong. For starters, policy-making e↵orts only grant states the opportunity

to enter a competition for federal funds. The successful fulfillment of DOE expectations did

not guarantee funding. Even when they were granted, federal funds were disbursed on the

basis of a state’s overall policy e↵orts, not on a policy-by-policy basis. Moreover, excelling

in the competition depended not just on past policy achievements, but also on promises

of future policy action. And finally, the competition itself was shrouded in uncertainty, as

participating states were not informed about the number of expected winners, the threshold

for winning, or the exact amounts of money that they could expect to receive.

Being a distinctive type of policy intervention, RttT has not gone without notice. A

number of scholars have examined the initial participation rates in the RttT competition.

Paul Manna and Laura Ryan (2011), for instance, identify a variety of potential explanatory

variables – including the partisanship of the state governor, whether a state received founda-

tion support, population density, and the like – associated with programmatic participation

rates. Other scholars have identified some of the factors that distinguished winning from los-

ing state applications. In this vein, Patrick McGuinn (2010) presents evidence that a state’s

prior policy achievements had no material bearing on the results of its RttT application.1

In June of 2011, the General Accounting O�ce also released a report that detailed some of

the e↵orts made by states to improve their chances of winning in the RttT competitions.2

With funds being distributed to winning states, a number of state and federal agencies have

begun to investigate compliance patterns. This work, in the main, assesses the extent to

which states followed through on the promises they made in their initial RttT applications.3

These government-sponsored studies provide detailed and exhaustive auditing of selective

states’ compliance.

Conducting an audit of state compliance, however, is not the same as assessing the

impact of the competition itself. The relevant comparison standard for evaluating a state’s

compliance is the litany of promises it made in its applications. To assess the actual impact

of RttT on a state’s policy-making e↵orts, however, we need to characterize the policies

that a state would have pursued in the absence of the competition itself. It is of some note,

then, that most studies on compliance patterns do very little by way of actual analysis.4

Indeed, the largest of their kind (Webber et al 2014) explicitly disavows any interest in

estimating the actual impact of RttT on state legislative activities. For all the media and

scholarly interest that RttT has garnered, we still lack any meaningful gauge of how RttT

more broadly altered state-level policy making, if at all.
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2 The Race to the Top Competition

Since the original enactment of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act nearly a

half century ago, the federal government has played a steadily increasing role in the formu-

lation and implementation of education policy around the country. While the constitutional

responsibility to educate children remains the purview of states, the federal government has

asserted itself in multifaceted ways: reducing funding inequalities between localities; com-

batting racial and gender discrimination; consecrating new educational rights and opportu-

nities for disabled students; and, most recently, promoting various types of accountability.

Throughout this period, Congress and the president have leveraged financial inducements

to advance policy reform. It is of some note, then, that the federal government covers a

rapidly rising share of education spending across the country.5 Concomitantly, the propor-

tion of the American public that believes that the federal government should retain primary

responsibility for public education, though still a distinct minority, has nearly tripled over

the last three decades.6

Under the Obama administration, such trends have only accelerated. On policy mat-

ters, Barack Obama picked up right where the Bush Administration left o↵, continuing the

push for greater accountability, charter schools, merit pay, and the like. Unlike George W.

Bush’s education agenda, however, Obama’s has been advanced through altogether new and

unorthodox means: first, through the use of state competitions for federal funding, RttT,

in which winners are selected on the basis of policy reforms that either already have been

enacted or to which some commitment is pledged; and second, through the selective and

conditional provision of waivers of the federally enacted No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB).

Rather than provide a purely supporting role in education policy, the federal government

today is attempting to establish greater authority over what had been largely a state and lo-

cal prerogative. And rather than assert authority through the traditional legislative process,

the president is experimenting with new ways of asserting influence through administrative

channels.

Congress funded RttT through the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA).

Signed into law on February 17, 2009, the ARRA contained $787 billion in tax cuts and

economic stimulus spending. Roughly $100 billion of the ARRA was allocated for education,

of which $53.6 billion went into the State Fiscal Stabilization Fund (SFSF). The majority

of this funding, $48.6 billion, was given to state governors in exchange for agreeing to

implement a series of reforms related to college and career-readiness standards, longitudinal

data systems, and high-quality assessments.7 The remaining $5 billion of SFSF was to be

distributed through a competitive grant system, $4.35 billion of which established the Race

to the Top fund.8

RttT sought to encourage states to adopt education policies that improve college readi-

ness, create new data systems, support teacher e↵ectiveness, and address persistently low
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performing schools.9 Under ARRA, states also were required to pass at least 50 percent

of the funding received under the RttT competition to local education agencies. Beyond

these broad guidelines, however, the DOE retained considerable discretion over the design

and operation of the competition.10 Within each category of educational priorities, the

Obama administration could freely choose which specific policies would be rewarded under

the RttT competition, and by how much; how many states would receive financial rewards,

and by what amount; and what kinds of oversight mechanisms would be used to ensure

compliance.11 Subsequent to the ARRA’s enactment, Congress did not issue any binding

requirements for the design or administration of the RttT competition. From an operational

standpoint, RttT was nearly entirely the handiwork of the DOE.12

Beholden to an ambiguous governing statute, the president sought to induce state-level

policy making that aligned with his specific education objectives. As he noted in his July

2009 speech announcing RttT, Obama intended to “incentivize excellence and spur reform

and launch a race to the top in America’s public schools.”13 At the same press conference,

Secretary Duncan called the initiative “a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for the federal gov-

ernment to create incentives for far-reaching improvement in our nation’s schools,” “the

equivalent of education reform’s moon shot,” and “a new federal partnership in education

reform with states, districts, and unions to accelerate reform.”14 A 2010 fact sheet released

by the White House specifically describes RttT as, “designed to incentivize excellence, spur

reform, and promote the adoption and use of e↵ective policies and practices.”15 And for its

part, media coverage echoed such sentiments, with the Christian Science Monitor calling the

announcement of RttT a “massive incentive for school reform,”16 and the New York Times

subsequently arguing that participating states “would never have attempted reform on this

scale without the promise of federal help.”17

The RttT Competitions

One month after the ARRA was signed into law, the Department of Education released

a general notice about the competition, announcing the primary policy goals under the

competition and informing states that grants would be made in two rounds in the fall of

2009 and spring of 2010.18 On July 29, 2009, the Obama administration formally announced

the RttT competition and invited public comment. Later that year, on November 18, 2009,

the DOE published an o�cial notice in the Federal Register inviting Phase 1 applications

and detailing timelines, requirements and definitions for both Phase 1 and Phase 2 of the

competition. Although states were informed of all competition timelines in this o�cial

notice, states were not invited to participate in Phase 2 until April 14, 2010.

To participate in any of the RttT competitions, states had to meet two eligibility require-

ments. First, the state’s State Fiscal Stabilization Fund (SFSF) grants had to be approved

by the DOE.19 And second, states could not have any law or regulation prohibiting the
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linking of student achievement or growth data to teachers and principals for the purpose of

evaluation.20

Both Phase 1 and Phase 2 of the competition included education policy priorities upon

which each applicant would be evaluated. States were asked to describe their current sta-

tus and outline their future goals in meeting the criteria in each of these categories, and

often were asked to provide specific evidence to support their claims. The education pol-

icy priorities spanned six major scoring categories and one scoring competitive preference

category, which are summarized in Table 1. Within the six major categories, further point

breakdowns were established for di↵erent sub-categories. In each sub-category points were

aggregated up to their respective overall category and totaled across to determine a state’s

final score.

Table 1: Policy Categories and Point Allocations in RttT

(1) State Success Factors: Articulating State’s education reform agenda and
LEA participation; building strong statewide capacity to implement, scale up, and
sustain proposed claims; demonstrating significant progress in raising achievement
and closing gaps; advancing standards and Assessments. (125 points)

(2) Standards and Assessments: Developing and adopting common core
standards; developing and implementing common, high-quality assessments; sup-
porting the transition to enhanced standards and high-quality assessments. (70
points)

(3) Data Systems to Support Instruction: Fully implementing a statewide
longitudinal data system; accessing and using state data; using data to improve
instruction. (47 points)

(4) Great Teachers and Leaders: Providing high-quality pathways for aspir-
ing teachers and principals; improving teacher and principal e↵ectiveness based
on performance; ensuring equitable distribution of e↵ective teachers and princi-
pals; improving the e↵ectiveness of teacher and principal preparation programs;
providing e↵ective support to teachers and principals. (138 points)

(5) Turning Around the Lowest-Achieving Schools: Intervening in the
lowest-achieving schools and LEAs; turning around the lowest-achieving schools;
demonstrating other significant reform conditions. (50 points)

(6) General: Making education funding a priority; ensuring successful conditions
for high-performing charter schools and other innovative schools. (55 points)

*Competitive Preference Priority 2: O↵ering a rigorous course of study in
mathematics, sciences, technology, and engineering (STEM); cooperating with
industry experts, museums, universities, and other STEM-capable community
partners to provide support to educators in integrating STEM content; providing
applied student learning opportunities with particular emphasis on underrepre-
sented groups and girls/women. (15 points)
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To assist states in writing their applications, the DOE o↵ered technical assistance plan-

ning workshops, webinars, and training materials. Additionally, non-profit entities such

as National Council on Teacher Quality published readily accessible reports intended to

help states maximize their likelihood of winning.21 Nonetheless, substantial uncertainty

shrouded some of the most basic components of the Race to the Top competition includ-

ing exact grading procedures, number of possible winners, total allocated prize amount per

winning state, and the prize allocation mechanism and timeline.

Phase 1 applications were due on January 19, 2010. As shown in Table 2, 40 states

and the District of Columbia submitted applications.22 Finalists were announced on March

4, 2010, and the two o�cial winners were declared on March 29, 2010. Phase 1 winners

Tennessee and Delaware were awarded $500 million and $100 million, respectively.23 Shortly

thereafter Phase 2 applications were due on June 1, 2010. The application criteria were

the same for Phase 2, though Phase 1 winners could not apply and other states could

resubmit amended applications. A total of 35 states and the District of Columbia entered

the competition in Phase 2. Finalists and winners were announced on July 27, 2010 and

August 24, 2010 respectively. Phase 2 had a total of 10 winners, each awarded on average

$332.5 million with prize packages spanning $75 million to $700 million.

Having exhausted the ARRA funds, the President in 2011 sought additional support

for his RttT initiatives. That spring, Congress allotted funds to support a third phase.

In three important ways, Phase 3 di↵ered from previous rounds. First, only non-winning

finalists from Phase 2 of the competition were allowed to participate. Second, the policy

scope of Phase 3 was significantly smaller. Each competing state was required to provide

evidence-based assurances to confirm previous commitments to reform made in Phase 2

applications.24 States, however, had some latitude to choose those activities and projects

from their Phase 2 application that they planned to focus on pursuing. And finally, a

significantly higher percentage of participating states won in Phase 3 of the competition,

though the amounts of these grants were considerably smaller than those from Phases 1

and 2. On December 23, 2011, the DOE announced Phase 3 winners, which received grants

ranging from $17.1 million to $42.8 million.25

Fund Disbursement and Monitoring

Each winning state received an award letter with an enclosed grant award notification

for its Race to the Top funds. Winning states could immediately withdraw up to 12.5

percent of the overall award. The remaining balance of funds were available to winning

states only after the DOE, within 90 days of announcing the award, received and approved

final Scopes of Work from a state’s participating local education agencies. Each winning

state’s drawdown of funds, then, depended upon its ability to meet the specific goals and

timelines outlined in its Scope of Work. Any amendments or revisions to Scopes of Works
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Table 2: Race to the Top Applicants, Winners and Losers

States

Phase 1

Deadline: January

19, 2010

Phase 2

Deadline: June 1,

2010

Phase 3

Deadline Part I:

November 22, 2011

Deadline Part II:

December 16, 2011

Alabama Participant Participant Not Invited
Alaska Non-participant Non-participant Not Invited

Arizona Participant Participant*
Invited**

Award: $25 million

Arkansas Participant Participant Not Invited
California Participant Participant* Invited

Colorado Participant* Participant*
Invited**

Award: $18 million

Connecticut Participant Participant Not Invited

Delaware
Participant**

Award: $100 million

N/A N/A

D.C. Participant*
Participant**

Award: $75 million

N/A

Florida Participant*
Participant**

Award: $700 million

N/A

Georgia Participant*
Participant**

Award: $400 million

N/A

Hawaii Participant
Participant**

Award: $75 million

N/A

Idaho Participant Non-participant Not Invited

Illinois Participant* Participant*
Invited**

Award: $43 million

Indiana Participant Participant Not Invited
Iowa Participant Participant Not Invited
Kansas Participant Non-participant Not Invited

Kentucky Participant* Participant*
Invited**

Award: $17 million

Louisiana Participant* Participant*
Invited**

Award: $17 million

Maine Non-participant Participant Not Invited

Maryland Non-participant
Participant**

Award: $250 million

N/A

Massachusetts Participant*
Participant**

Award: $250 million

N/A

Michigan Participant Participant Not Invited
Minnesota Participant Non-participant Not Invited
Mississippi Non-participant Participant Not Invited
Missouri Participant Participant Not Invited
Montana Non-participant Participant Not Invited
Nebraska Participant Participant Not Invited
Nevada Non-participant Participant Not Invited
New Hampshire Participant Participant Not Invited
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States

Phase 1

Deadline: January

19, 2010

Phase 2

Deadline: June 1,

2010

Phase 3

Deadline Part I:

November 22, 2011

Deadline Part II:

December 16, 2011

New Jersey Participant Participant*
Invited**

Award: $38 million

New Mexico Participant Participant Not Invited

New York Participant*
Participant**

Award: $700 million

N/A

North Carolina Participant*
Participant**

Award: $400 million

N/A

North Dakota Non-participant Non-participant Not Invited

Ohio Participant*
Participant**

Award: $400 million

N/A

Oklahoma Participant Participant Not Invited
Oregon Participant Non-participant Not Invited

Pennsylvania Participant* Participant*
Invited**

Award: $41 million

Rhode Island Participant*
Participant**

Award: $75 million

N/A

South Carolina Participant* Participant* Invited
South Dakota Participant Non-participant Not Invited

Tennessee
Participant**

Award: $100 million

N/A N/A

Texas Non-participant Non-participant Not Invited
Utah Participant Participant Not Invited
Vermont Non-participant Non-participant Not Invited
Virginia Participant Non-participant Not Invited
Washington Non-participant Participant Not Invited
West Virginia Participant Non-participant Not Invited
Wisconsin Participant Participant Not Invited
Wyoming Participant Non-participant Not Invited

* Finalist ** Winner

required DOE approval. Though the DOE agreed to consider requests for no-cost extensions,

RttT funds had to be spent at the consummation of the 4-year grant period, lest they revert

to the U.S. Department of the Treasury.26

States that won RttT were subject to a rigorous monitoring process, known as the

“program review.” Each state’s program review, which occurred annually, was undertaken

by two administrative units within the DOE, the Implementation Support Unit and the

Reform Support Network. Under the review, states had to submit monthly updates that

describe activities implemented and their quality, performance measures, and any challenges

that they have encountered in the adoption or implementation of RttT policies. State reports

were benchmarked against the timelines and outcomes outlined in the Scopes of Work. States

also had to submit annual Accountability and Oversight Protocols to show compliance with

fiscal requirements and monitoring of participating LEAs. Separately, the DOE conducted
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yearly visits during which they compared these submitted documents against on-the-ground

evidence and the promises made in states’ Scopes of Work. Finally, states had to submit

Annual Performance Reports summarizing their progress to date, and the DOE wrote yearly

State-Specific Reports assessing implementation. A concluding Comprehensive Race to the

Top Report will be published at the culmination of the RttT grant period.

3 Rewarding Past Achievements and Promises of Fu-

ture Action

In its public rhetoric, the Obama administration went out of its way to underscore its

intention to use RttT to stimulate new education policy activity. But in the actual competi-

tions, did the DOE reward states on the basis of past policy achievements or commitments

for future policy actions? To investigate the matter, a team of research assistants and

I identified policy initiatives that clearly fit the various criteria laid out under RttT. We

scoured the RttT instructions and supporting materials for endorsements of clear education

policies. In some sections of the applications, a single such policy emerged. For example,

in section D(2)(i), states were graded on the basis of their support for policies to measure

student growth for each individual student. This specific policy, then, was one that we

tracked. Other sections of the grant applications assessed states’ willingness to enact mul-

tiple, related policies. For example, in section D(2)(iv), states were graded on the basis of

five specific policy measures that related to alternative routes to teacher and principal cer-

tification. This section, therefore, was broken into five distinct variables for policy tracking

purposes.27

For a variety of reasons, policies identified in some sections of the applications were

excluded from the analysis. Policies that could be implemented without being codified

into state law were systematically excluded, as were policies that were excessively vague or

that lacked any variation across states. We also excluded provisions that assessed student

outcomes rather than specific policy achievements.28

In the end, we isolated 27 distinct policies that covered such topics as charter schools,

data management, intervention into low performing schools, and the use of test scores for

school personnel policy. (A complete list of policies and their descriptions are included

in Appendix A.) Having selected the relevant education policies, we then assessed whether

each state in their written application claimed to have already made significant advancement,

promised to do so in the future, or a combination of both. So doing, we deliberately avoided

any value judgment calls about whether the policies, in any meaningful sense, were working.

Though RttT application guidelines periodically recognized the importance of “e�cient” or

“e↵ective” state policies, they did not stipulate hard and fast rules for how such policies

might be evaluated. Lacking clear indicators of what such qualifiers meant, therefore, we
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disregarded them. Instead, we focused on the substantive content of the policies themselves,

and we then tracked whether each state applicant claimed to have enacted such a policy or

expressed its clear intention to do so.

In Figure 1, we plot the relationship between past policy achievements (in the left panel)

and future policy promises (in the right panel) against the number of points that the DOE

rewarded states for the relevant section of their application. In both instances, a strong

positive correlation is observed. States that claimed to have already enacted policies as

well as states that expressed their clear intention to do so received systematically higher

scores on the relevant subsections of their applications. Whether we aggregate the scores

at the relevant subsection level or over the entire application, whether we pool across dif-

ferent phases of the competition or examine them separately, and whether we estimate the

relationships separately or jointly, we find a strong and statistically significant relationship

between past policy achievement and future policy promises and a state’s performance in

the RttT application.29 Both past achievements and commitments to future policy action

improved a state’s odds of winning the RttT competition.

Figure 1: Scatter plots of section scores, by prior achievement and future com-

mitment
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Dots represent state-by-section observations from either Phase 1 or 2 of the RttT

applications. For both panels, the y-axis represents the section score that applications

received. On the left panel, the x-axis identifies the number of past achievements of

coded RttT policies within the relevant section. On the right panel, the x-axis identifies

the number future commitments of coded RttT policies within the relevant section.

4 Estimating the E↵ect of RttT on State-Level Policy-

making

To identify the e↵ects of RttT on state-level policy making, ideally we would leverage

some form of exogenous variation in either participation or eligibility requirements. Unfor-

tunately, neither of these strategies is possible, as all states were allowed to enter the com-
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petition, and participation was entirely voluntary. To discern RttT’s policy consequences,

therefore, we must exploit other kinds of comparisons between overall policy changes in

winning, losing, and non-participating states, commitments by di↵erent states made in the

applications and subsequent policy-making activities, and changes in policy making at dif-

ferent intervals of the RttT competitions. Though no single empirical estimate supports

dispositive claims, the assembled evidence, taken in aggregate, suggests that the RttT did

in fact induce meaningful changes in state-level policy making.

Policy Analysis

To document trends in actual policy enactments across the 50 states and District of

Columbia, we tracked the same 27 policies that constituted our coding of the RttT ap-

plications along with three additional control policies, which were similar to RttT policies

but were neither mentioned nor rewarded under the RttT competitions. Whenever possible

we used pre-existing databases, such as National Council on Teacher Quality reports and

edcounts.org, as starting points for our investigation. Both to verify and extend these data,

we examined the specific statutory language of each state policy to ensure it matched the

specific criteria outlined in RttT. To qualify, a policy needed to have the weight of law,

whether statutorily or administratively acquired. Policies that were merely proposed or out

for comment, therefore, did not qualify. Under our screening criteria policies also had to

apply – at least legally – across the entire state, which excluded pilot programs in particular

districts or metropolitan regions. When screening policies, however, we did not account

for the scope or timing of a state’s implementation strategy. As long as the policy was on

the books, it met our criteria. And finally, a policy counted toward a state’s annual policy

achievement as long as it was passed within that calendar year.30

Figure 2 presents overall trends in the adoption of these policies between 2001 and 2014.

The solid line identifies when RttT was formally announced in 2009.31 All observations

reflect the average proportion of policies adopted by states within a given calendar year. As

the left panel shows, states around the country enacted these policies at a much higher rate

after RttT than they had before. Between 2001 and 2008, states on average enacted about

10 percent of these policies. Between 2009 and 2014, however, 68 percent did so. And during

this later period, adoption rates increased every single year. The rate of increase, moreover,

appears distinctly higher than what one would have predicted if one simply projected the

slope of change observed between 2007 and 2008, which is shown by the dashed line. At

the rate established by preexisting trends, it would have taken states multiple decades to

accomplish what, in the aftermath of RttT, was accomplished in less than 5 years.

The right panel disaggregates the policy activities of three groups of states: those that

won one of the three RttT competitions, those that applied to at least one competition

but never won, and those that never applied. In nearly ever year between 2001 and 2008,

13



Figure 2: Trends in RttT Policy Enactment
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Unit of analysis is binary implementation of a policy by a state in a year, with policy at
the level of aggregation coded by the RttT team (thus, policies for principals and teachers
are coded separately). The 2014 data point represents policy implementation as of April
2014. The dotted line in the left panel extends the trend line from 2007 to 2008, and thus
represents a counterfactual in the absence of RttT. Winners are states that won in any
round of the competition and applicants are states that applied in at least one round but
never won. This definition is not dynamic over time – that is, Round 3 (2011) winners that
had not yet won in 2010 are still counted as winners in that year. The main policy areas
covered by RttT were announced on March 7, 2009. All but one of the policies represented
in the 2009 data point above were implemented before that date.

adoption rates in these groups were indistinguishable from one another. In the aftermath

of RttT’s announcement, however, adoption rates for all three groups increased markedly,

but the di↵erences between the groups grew wider in every passing year. By 2014, winning

states had adopted, on average, 88 percent of the policies, as compared to 68 percent among

losing states and 56 percent among states that never applied.

When surveying the complete time series, winning states first distinguished themselves

in 2009. The burst of policy-making activity among these states, however, occurred after the

RttT competitions were announced in March. The overwhelming majority of policies that

were implemented by winning states in 2009 occurred in June (19 signatories to the Common

Core) or later (36 additional policy adoptions across the winning states). Commenting on

this initial burst of policy-making activity at the time, Education Sector co-founder Andrew

Rotherham noted, “It’s remarkable that before he’s even spent a nickel, [Obama has] sparked

a national conversation.”32

From these time trends, it is di�cult to assess the magnitude of the e↵ect of RttT on

state-level policy making. It is possible, after all, that all states were in some sense “treated”

by the competition, which helps explain why both losing states and states that never applied

to the competition also enacted RttT policies at significantly higher rates after 2009. As

discussed in greater detail below, anecdotal media reports as well as interviews conducted

by my research team suggest that the process of applying to the RttT competitions by

itself generated some momentum behind policy reform. Such momentum, along with the
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increased attention given to RttT policies, might also explain why those states that did not

even apply to the competition nonetheless began to enact these policies at higher rates.

On the basis of the evidence before us, however, we cannot rule out the possibility that

states would have enacted these policies even in the absence of RttT. Indeed, the fact that

states that never applied to any of the competitions adopted the policies at higher rates

suggests that these are policies whose time had come. States that applied, meanwhile, may

have done so in order to reap the benefits of policy activities that they would have done on

their own accord. And the DOE, for its part, clearly signaled its intention to select winners

partially on the basis of its assessments of the likelihood that states would follow through

on their policy promises.33

To sharpen the comparisons of state policy-making activities, therefore, we estimate a

series of regressions that take the following general form:

Yitp = �0 + �1wonit + �2lostit + �3Yi,t=2008,p + �t + ⇢p + "itp (4.1)

where Yitp is a binary outcome for policy p in state i in year t; wonit is a dummy variable

for winning the competition at any time up to and including year t; lostit is a dummy

variable for applying at any time up to and including year t but never winning up to that

point; Yi,t=2008,p is the outcome variable in 2008 (prior to the competition); �t is a year

fixed e↵ect; and ⇢p is a policy fixed e↵ect. Separate models are estimated for RttT policies

and a handful of control policies, which are similar in form and function to RttT policies

but for which no points were rewarded in any of the competitions.34 We focus on results for

the period between 2008 and 2014, during which the RttT intervention actually occurred.

For ease of interpretation, linear probability models are estimated, and standard errors are

clustered at the state level.35

The results are presented in Table 3. Models 1a and 1b include only identifiers for

winners and losers, with non-applicants serving as the base category. The next two sets of

models add year fixed e↵ects and then year as well as policy fixed e↵ects. Models 4a and

4b then include a covariate that denotes whether a state had adopted the relevant policy in

2008, the year before RttT competitions were announced.

The results comport with the basic trends observed in Figure 2. Depending upon the

model, winning states are, on average, 36 to 42 percentage points more likely to have adopted

a RttT policy after the competitions than non-applicant states. And while losing states also

are more likely to have adopted such policies, the estimated e↵ects for winning states is

roughly twice as large in magnitude, a di↵erence that is statistically significant at p < .01.

Winning states also are more likely to have adopted one of the control policies, which is

not altogether surprising given the complementarities between RttT policies and the chosen

control policies. Still, the estimated correlation of winning and the adoption of RttT policies

is nearly twice as large as that of winning and the adoption of control policies, a di↵erence
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that is statistically significant at p < .05.36

To further clarify the relationship between RttT and state-level policy making, we can

distinguish the subset of policies on which winning and losing states made explicit commit-

ments in their applications. In so doing, we account not only for the results of the RttT

competitions but also for the specific promises that states made in these competitions. We

re-estimate each of the models in Table 3, but this time we also include interactions between

winning and losing states and whether they promised to adopt a specified policy in their

last RttT application.37 The modified regression presents itself as:

Yitp = �0 + �1wonit + �2lostit + �3won ⇤ promiseitp + �4lost ⇤ promiseitp

+ �5Yi,t=2008,p + �t + ⇢p + "itp (4.2)

where won⇤promise and lost⇤promise represent the interaction terms and all other variables

are the same as in equation 4.1 above.

Table 4 o↵ers the results. Across the various model specifications, the main e↵ect for

winning remains substantively large and highly significant. Once the interaction e↵ects

are introduced, however, the main e↵ect for losing states diminishes in size and, in some

specifications, is no longer significant. Having accounted for di↵erences in their applications,

winning states clearly distinguish themselves in their overall policy accomplishments from

both losing and non-applying states.

The interaction e↵ects, meanwhile, suggest that both winning and losing states were

more likely to adopt policies about which they made clear commitments in their RttT

applications. Though the e↵ects are not always statistically significant, winning states

appear 7 to 17 percentage points more likely to adopt a policy about which they made

a promise than one about which they did not; or, put di↵erently, they were between 41

and 51 percentage points more likely to adopt a policy about which they made an explicit

commitment than were non-applying states, which, for obvious reasons, made no promises

at all. Losing states, meanwhile, distinguish themselves primarily on the basis of the policy

promises they made in their applications. Depending on the model, such states were 21 to

24 percentage points more likely to adopt a policy on which they had made a promise than

on a policy on which they had not; or, on average, 30 percentage points more likely to have

adopted a policy on which they had made a commitment than were non-applying states.

The main results presented thus far are robust to a variety of alternative specifications.

When estimating models that include data on policy adoptions back to 2001, the results

are substantively unchanged.38 When including a variety of state-specific covariates that

identify the partisan make-up of the state government, the presence of divided government,

per-capita income, and so-called “right to work” constitutional provisions, the results, again,

appear largely consistent with those observed here.39 When coding policy observations from
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2009 (when RttT was o�cially announced) as post-treatment, the core findings carry through.

Likewise, when conditioning the e↵ects on 2009 rather than 2008 policy achievements, the

main findings appear unchanged.40 And finally, when disaggregating the data, we do not

observe any clear evidence that the main e↵ects are confined to any particular subset of

RttT policies.41

It is possible, nonetheless, to press the analysis still further, this time by relaxing func-

tional form assumptions while also exploiting variations in when states applied and won

the RttT competitions. Recall that Phase 1 and 2 winners were announced in early- and

mid-2010, whereas Phase 3 winners were announced at the end of 2011. Phase 3 winners

needed only to commit to a subset of the promises they had made in early stages of the

competition. By matching winning and losing states according to the policy promises that

they made and the overall scores they received in the RttT competitions during each of these

years, we can recover still more precise estimates of the di↵erent policy-making activities

that states undertook.

We estimate three kinds of comparisons. In the first, which tracks policy making in 2010

and 2011, we compare the policy adoption trends of each winning state with those of a losing

state that received the closest possible score in the overall competition. Because Phase 3

applicants consisted exclusively of Phase 2 finalists, the recovered estimates largely reflect

the di↵erence between Phase 1 and 2 winners with eventual Phase 3 winners. Next, we

consider policy making in 2012 and 2013. In our second comparison, we conduct the same

matching procedures except this time we compare Phase 1 and 2 winners in the third and

fourth years of their granting periods to Phase 3 winners in the first and second years of their

granting period. And finally, we compare Phase 3 winners to Phase 1 and 2 losing states

that were not subsequently invited to participate in the third competition. For all these

comparisons, we present additional estimates that further match on the promises states

made in their applications.

The results are presented in Table 5. Once again, we find consistent evidence that RttT

winners outperformed RttT losers, particularly in the immediate aftermath of the first two

phases of the competition. Regardless of whether we match on the specific promises that

states made in their applications, and regardless of the exact bandwidth on which we match

states according to the RttT scores, we find that states that won either of the first two

phases of the competition were significantly more likely – on the order of 10 to 13 percent

– to adopt RttT policies in 2010 and 2011 than were the highest performing losing states.

These observed di↵erences, what is more, do not appear to be a strict artifact of the

application process itself. When selecting winners in each of the three phases of the com-

petition, the DOE assessed the likelihood that states would adopt RttT policies. When

matching on this particular component of a state’s score, rather than the overall score as

done in Table 5, nearly all the same results carry through.42 Within the observable data,
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at least, it does not appear that winning a RttT grant merely signaled forthcoming policy

changes that would have occurred absent the competition itself.

The di↵erences registered in the latter two types of comparisons point in the same

general direction as those observed in the first. In nearly every instance, states that won

a larger share of federal funding – in the second comparison because Phase 1 or Phase

2 grants exceeded Phase 3 grants, and in the third comparison because Phase 3 grantees

are compared to states that did not win any funding at all – exhibited higher propensities

to adopt RttT policies in 2012 and 2013. For the narrowest bandwidths on RttT score

comparisons, Phase 3 winners appeared more than 30 percent more likely to have adopted

a RttT policy than were similar states that did not win either of the first two rounds of the

competition. And across the various comparisons, Phase 3 winners were significantly more

likely to have adopted RttT policies than their matched comparisons among losing states.

Speech Analysis

Up until now, we have focused on actual policy accomplishments. It is possible, though,

that RttT raised the salience of certain policies, even if these same policies were not actually

enacted during the time period under consideration. And if so, the results we have unearthed

so far belie still further political – if not yet policy – changes in education.

To gauge the prominence of RttT policies in state governments around the country, we

read and coded all State of the State speeches for every state and the District of Columbia

over a 12-year period, from 2001 to 2013.43 Unlike the applications and legislative achieve-

ments, when coding the State of the State speeches we focused on the larger policy objectives

of the RttT contest. Within each speech, then, we measured the number of words devoted

to a specific policy category, and then calculated the percentage of each speech devoted to

each category. Additional information about the coding of these speeches is available in

Appendix C.

Figure 3 documents the general trends in the proportion of State of the State speeches

devoted to RttT policies. The findings look quite di↵erent from those observed in Figure

2.44 Whereas the introduction of RttT coincided with a dramatic upsurge in the adoption

of education policies, RttT appears unrelated to the contents of gubernatorial speeches.

RttT certainly cannot claim to have introduced specific policies to the policy landscapes in

education. Throughout the period, as the left panel clearly shows, roughly 5 percent of State

of the State speeches concerned RttT policies. To the extent that di↵erences are observed

over time, mentions of RttT policies actually decline in number and length after the first

two competitions. As the right panel shows, meanwhile, winning states do not obviously

distinguish themselves by the contents of their gubernatorial speeches. In the mid 2000s,

the governors of states that would go on to win the competition did devote more space

in their speeches to RttT policies. In the years immediately preceding the competitions,
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however, governors in such states devoted less attention to RttT policies than did states

that would go on to apply but lose the competitions or not apply at all. In the aftermath

of the RttT competitions themselves, meanwhile, the trend lines for all three types of states

cluster closely around one another.

Figure 3: Trends in RttT Policy Mentions
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Unit of analysis is total words devoted to all RttT priorities as a proportion of words in the
speech. Winners are states that won in any round of the competition and applicants are
states that applied in at least one round but never won. This definition is not dynamic over
time – that is, Round 3 (2011) winners that had not yet won in 2010 are still counted as
winners in that year. The main policy areas covered by RttT were announced on March 7,
2009. All but one of the policies represented in the 2009 data point above were implemented
before that date.

To probe these relationships further, we estimate equivalent models for the speech data

as those for the policy accomplishments. Though the level of aggregation di↵ers slightly and

the outcomes di↵er rather dramatically, the basic identification strategies are the same: to

trace changes in RttT mentions between winning, losing, and non-applying states; to relate

these changes to the specific policy promises states made in their RttT competitions; and

to estimate matched comparisons over the course of the funding periods of di↵erent RttT

competitions.

For the most part, we do not see any di↵erences in the policy mentions of winning

and losing states.45 Governors of winning and losing states devoted comparable space in

their State of the State speeches to RttT policies. In both the regressions and matched

comparisons, observed di↵erences between the speeches of winning and losing states are

quite small. Both sets of governors, however, appeared more likely to mention RttT policies

(but not control policies) than non-applying states, particularly in models that control for

pre-RttT policy mentions. Governors of winning and losing states also were especially more

likely to discuss the subset of policies on which they had made explicit promises, particularly,

again, in models that control for pre-RttT policy mentions.

If RttT made a di↵erence in state-level policy making, it was not by foisting upon states

altogether new policies. RttT policies were circulating in public discussions about education
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reform across the nation long before Obama’s initiative was formally announced or executed.

Instead, where RttT appears to have mattered was by pushing education policies already

under consideration over the finish line.

Experiences in Three States

That RttT may have altered the trajectories of state-level education policy making is

one thing. How RttT did so, however, is quite another. To clarify the deliberations that

yielded such dramatic changes in the production of RttT policies among winning, losing,

and non-applying states, this section summarizes the experiences of three states.

Illinois, A Phase 3 Winner. Illinois submitted applications in all three rounds of RttT,

finally winning in Phase 3. Its biggest policy accomplishments, however, happened well

before it received any funds from the DOE. According to a variety of reports, the rapid

enactment of RttT policies reflected a concerted e↵ort by the state government to strengthen

its application in each competition.

When writing its first round application, Illinois, like all states, had little knowledge of

what would constitute a “winning” application. According to Darren Reisberg, who served

as Deputy Superintendent and General Counsel at the Illinois State Board of Education from

2005 to 2012, this uncertainty undergirded the state’s policy-making e↵orts. Not knowing

exactly what it would take to secure a federal grant, and recognizing the policy-making

e↵orts of competing states, Illinois took more dramatic action than it otherwise might have.

Some context here is valuable. RttT came at a time when states around the country,

very much including Illinois, were strapped for cash. Although the ARRA provided states

with a substantial influx of cash through the State Fiscal Stabilization Fund, states still

anticipated dire funding shortfalls in the coming years.46 According to a 2009 survey of

state leaders, “School people want the RttT funds because we need every bit we can get.”47

The promise of a significant infusion of federal monies, then, established a very real incentive

for policy change.

On January 1, 2010, 18 days prior to the submission date for Phase 1 applications, Illi-

nois enacted the Performance Evaluation Reform Act (PERA), which significantly changed

teacher and principal evaluation in Illinois.48 Upon learning that it had the highest score

among losing states in the Phase 1 competition, Illinois then set to work on strengthening its

application for the next round. Indeed, Illinois started implementing policy promises from

its Phase 1 application before it even drafted its Phase 2 application.49 E↵orts to shore

up its credentials persisted when Illinois learned that it once again had the dubious honor

of receiving the highest number of points among losing states in the Phase 2 competition.

The state then enacted Senate Bill 7, which attached consequences to the stipulations in

PERA.50 In every one of these instances, RttT served as a catalyst for education reform. As

State Senator Kimberly Lightford noted, “It’s not that we’ve never wanted to do it before.
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I think Race to The Top was our driving force to get us all honest and fair, and willing to

negotiate at the table.”51

According to a variety of media reports, RttT altered the politics of education policy

making within the state by focusing the attention of legislators and stakeholders on a limited

subset of reforms. Management and teacher unions, reform organizations, and state legis-

lators formed new working relationships and coalitions with one another, which facilitated

the adoption of policies that had languished for years. Governor Quinn threw his support

behind Illinois’ Round 1 application in late 2009, accelerating policy e↵orts. With the state

legislature intensely focused on policy change, unions “knew they could live with at least

some of the concepts the reformers had put forward, and wanted to work to translate those

concepts into language that was consistent with their practical experience, philosophy, and

values.” The tenuous agreement between the union and state government was first tested

by the passage of PERA. “While all stakeholders made compromises, all of them ultimately

endorsed the final legislation. The governor’s o�ce had joined legislators in keeping the

pressure on to get a deal done, and played an active role in supporting the negotiations.”

This was a di↵erent process from other major legislation, such as the 2010 pension reform,

which was pushed from committee to the governor’s desk in one day. Further, had cer-

tain groups not been active in the negotiations and pushed certain issues onto the agenda,

“the timeline for developing a bill would have been longer and the results might have been

di↵erent.”52

Ironically, perhaps, had legislators in Illinois known all along that they would receive

only $42.8 million in the third phase of the competition, it is not at all clear that they

would have even applied, much less undertaken so many policy reforms. It was the prospect

of substantial funds, rather than the actual delivery of modest funds, that induced policy

change within Illinois.

California, Persistent Loser. Following the release of Race to the Top draft criteria in

July 2009, it looked as though California would be ineligible to apply for Race to the Top

funds. Secretary of Education Duncan had been traveling the country making speeches al-

luding to Race to the Top criteria that would be included in the applications: the adoption

of internationally benchmarked standards; improving the recruitment, retention, and re-

warding of educators; improving data collection; and turning around the lowest-performing

schools.”53 But, Duncan also emphasized that states with laws barring the use of student

achievement data in teacher evaluations would automatically disqualify states from partic-

ipating. At least three states, California, Wisconsin, and New York, would be a↵ected by

this rule.

The criteria outlined by Duncan had not been finalized in July 2009. (The public was

given 30 days to comment and the Department would make the final criteria available until

October.54) Nonetheless, California’s Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger wanted to jumpstart
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the legislative process in order to improve California’s chances of winning federal funds.

The Governor called a special legislative session in August 2009 and outlined a package

of reforms that he wanted the Democratic-controlled legislature to consider adopting to

improve the state’s chances of winning RttT. These included linking student achievement

and performance data; repealing the state charter school cap; expanding public school choice;

improving turnaround e↵orts in 5 percent of schools that are consistently failing; using

incentive pay for teachers; and changing how the state uses data to measure student, teacher,

and school performance.55 Schwarzenegger expressed his firm desire that the legislature act

by October so that California could apply for Phase 1 of RttT. As he put it, “Our laws that

we have in place here in our state do not really kind of match up with what the Obama

administration is looking for. We are going to put together in legislation all of the things

that the Obama administration is actually calling for. These are all policies that are great,

actually, for the state of California and that are great for our kids.”56

Facing a $26 billion state budget deficit, Schwarzenegger stressed the importance of

California becoming eligible for any federal funding.57 “California and its education system

have felt the e↵ects of the economic downturn and with every child in every classroom

depending on us – I call on the legislature to ensure California leads the Race to the Top.”58

Commenting on this trend, Charles Barone, director of federal policy for Democrats of

Education Reform, noted that “Usually it’s exactly the opposite: Money gets sent out, and

then the federal government tries to compel states to do what they made a commitment

to doing... There’s been more state legislation [around education reform] in the last eight

months than there was in the entire seven or eight years of No Child Left Behind, in terms

of laws passed.”59

As a result of bipartisan e↵ort in the state legislature, Schwarzenegger signed two bills

into law January 7, 2010. The laws constituted clear e↵orts to strengthen the state’s Race to

the Top application, which was due on January 19, 2010. The two laws, SBX5 1 and SBX5

4, authorized the use of long-term student data to evaluate individual teachers’ e↵ective-

ness and create alternative routes for teacher credentialing. They also established stronger

processes for reforming persistently low-achieving schools, including requiring reform if over

50 percent of parents in low-performing schools signed a petition.60 Through the legislative

process, Assembly Speaker Karen Bass (D-Los Angeles) noted that she and Assembly Ed-

ucation Committee Chair Julia Brownley had actually spoken with Duncan before moving

forward with the proposal and felt that the law “reflect[s] both the spirit of Race to the Top

and the rules released by Secretary of Education Arne Duncan.”61

Although California made significant progress to push through reform to prepare for

Phase 1 of the competition, it ended up coming in 27 out of 41 states and was not a finalist.

The state made further reforms between Phase 1 and 2 of its application and raised its score

to place 16th out of 41 states. As a Phase 2 finalist, California was invited to participate in
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Phase 3, which nearly guaranteed funding.62 With a change in the governorship, however,

came newfound opposition to RttT policies within California. Newly elected Governor Jerry

Brown refused to recommit the state to tying student achievement to teacher evaluations

and longitudinal tracking of student data, as it had in its Phase 2 application.63 The

die, though, had already been cast. California, as such, provides an example of a state

that applied repeatedly and made significant policy reforms to improve its standing in the

competition, but ultimately never won.

Alaska, Non-Applicant. How might RttT a↵ect policy making within states that never

even applied to the competitions? The answer, it turns out, has much to do with the basic

processes of policy di↵usion, about which a great deal has been written (for one recent

review, see Graham, Shipan, and Volden 2013). RttT may not have directly a↵ected policy

making in the four states that did not apply to any of the competitions. By jumpstarting

education policy reform elsewhere, however, RttT may still have found the necessary inroads

to have an impact.

Alaska provides a case in point. When RttT was first announced, Alaskan State Educa-

tion Commissioner Larry LeDoux cited concerns about federal government power and the

urban focus of the program as reasons not to apply. “Alaska has the right to be suspicious of

an initiative where we hand over authority,” he said, noting problems in Alaska with NCLB

as another reason to be wary of yet another federal program. In the 2008-2009 school year,

224 of 505 schools in Alaska failed to meet the NCLB goals.64

Still, in the years that followed, Alaska adopted a batch of policies that either perfectly or

nearly perfectly aligned with RttT priorities. One of the most consequential concerned the

state’s teacher evaluation program. In 2012, the Alaska Department of Education approved

changes that required that 20 percent of a teacher’s assessment of their student’s growth

and performance be based on data from at least one standardized test, and 50 percent by

the 2018-2019 school year. In defending the rule, Governor Sean Parnell wrote, “Nearly 20

states in the nation now weight at least 33 percent, and many 50 percent, of the performance

evaluation based on student academic progress. I would like Alaska to lead in this, not bring

up the rear with 20 percent of an evaluation focused on student improvement.”65 Those

20 states made those changes in large part because of RttT, which had a strong focus on

linking student achievement to teacher evaluations. Governor Parnell clearly wanted to lead

the country in this endeavor, even though Alaska did not take part in Race to the Top.

Again consistent with RttT priorities, Alaska recently strengthened its charter laws. In

2013, the National Alliance for Public Charter Schools ranked Alaska 40 out of 43 states that

have charter laws.66 The governor, once again, appeared distinctly aware of this deficiency

and sought to exploit it to advance policy change. In his 2014 State of the State address,

Parnell noted, “Unfortunately, Alaska’s charter school law is one of the most restrictive in

the country... Charter schools and their students are part of the public school system, but
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don’t get equal treatment under the law. This is grossly unfair. I propose all local, State

and federal funding – except some capped district administrative expenses – travel with a

student to a charter school.”67 In April 2014, Alaska passed the proposed law remedying

many of these issues, including a process to appeal charter denials and increases in the

funding for charter schools.68

It is di�cult to know exactly what Alaska, or any other non-applying state, would have

done in the absence of RttT. It is possible, of course, that Alaska would have enacted

teacher evaluation and charter reform laws anyway. Anecdotally, though, there is at least

some evidence that political leaders within these states were aware of policy developments

elsewhere, and felt compelled to act upon them. RttT may not have been the primary

reason why non-applying states adopted new education reforms. Such states, however, were

not insulated from policy-making developments that RttT promulgated in other states.

5 Conclusion

As examples of presidential entrepreneurialism go, RttT distinguished itself by its con-

spicuous policy ambitions. In its announcement, media coverage, and basic structure, RttT

plainly intended to impress. Through a highly prescriptive competition and a robust mon-

itoring system, the Obama administration sought to remake education policy around the

nation.

The evidence presented in this paper suggests that Obama met with a fair bit of success.

Indeed, with RttT the president managed to exert altogether new influence through new

policy means. In the aftermath of RttT, states adopted at unprecedented rates policies

that were explicitly rewarded by the competitions. They did so, moreover, in ways that

comported with the outcomes of the competitions themselves and the policy commitments

made in them. Winning states adopted RttT policies at significantly higher rates than both

losing and non-applying states. Both winning and losing states, meanwhile, were especially

likely to adopt policies on which they made explicit promises in their RttT applications.

It is possible, of course, that RttT appeared on scene at a time when states already were

poised to enact widespread policy reforms. Several facts, however, suggest that RttT is at

least partially responsible for the rising rates of policy adoption from 2009 onwards. First,

winning states distinguished themselves from losing and non-applying states more by the

enactment of RttT policies than by other related education reforms. Second, at least in 2009

and 2010, RttT did not coincide with any other major policy initiative that could plausi-

bly explain the patterns of policy activities documented in this paper. While the ARRA

established a host of education funds to support state policy making in education technol-

ogy, school improvement, and data systems, the disbursements of these funds looked very

di↵erent from those of RttT funds. Third, and finally, both local media reports and state
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legislators’ own testimony confirm the central role that RttT played in the adoption of state

policies between 2009 and 2014, either by directly changing the incentives of policymakers

within applying states or by generating cross-state pressures in nonapplying states.

Of course, the fact that RttT relied upon a limited and fixed budget presented clear chal-

lenges to the Obama Administration. States had, and continue to have, powerful incentive

to renege on their policy commitments as soon as the money dried up. To mitigate such

behavior, the DOE conditioned the disbursement of funds, which occurred over a four-year

period, on demonstrated progress in both the enactment and implementation of RttT poli-

cies. Moreover, right when the money began to run out, the DOE used NCLB waivers as a

way to renew – and in the case of some states, particularly those that did not participate

in RttT, to expand – state-level policy adoptions that matched the president’s education

agenda. Distinguishing the unique contributions of these two programmatic initiatives to

the education policy landscape is beyond the purview of this paper. Su�ce it to say, though,

that the provision of these waivers, which began in earnest in 2012, clearly represented an

e↵ort by the Obama Administration to not only buttress, but also extend the reach of,

RttT.

Taken as a whole, the evidence on o↵er points to RttT having had a positive e↵ect

on state-level policy making. Because of the clear selection and contagion e↵ects present,

however, it is nearly impossible to pin down a precise estimate of the magnitude of RttT’s

impact. Observed di↵erences in policy adoption rates between winning and non-applying

states understate the true e↵ect of RttT insofar as non-applying states were susceptible to

cross-state pressures, as the case study on Alaska suggests; but such di↵erences overstate

the true e↵ect of RttT insofar as the DOE chose winners, in part, on the basis of projections

of each state’s future behavior. Without making strong assumptions about the relative

importance of such factors, it is impossible to discern exactly how much state-level policy

making RttT stimulated.

It also is important not to lose sight of this paper’s scope conditions. None of the

preceding analyses speak to the translation of policy enactments into real world outcomes.

And for all sorts of reasons – as Terry Moe (forthcoming), Eric Patashnik (2008), and others

have documented – the possibility that RttT influenced the production of education policy

around the country does not mean that it changed goings-on within schools and districts.

Stakeholders that oppose enacted reforms can be expected to work assiduously to dampen

their impact. Citizen interest may drift to other topics. Coalitions in support of a policy

enactment may fall apart, and procedural restrictions that once strengthened a policy may

come undone. As Moe (2011, 367) writes, “Since 2009, when Race to the Top began,

the states have engaged in an enormous amount of reformist activity. But there is a big

di↵erence between the activity of reform and the substance of reform – which has been far

less impressive than all the hoopla would suggest.” Moe’s prognosis, meanwhile, is born out
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in a series of recent media reports documenting weaknesses in the implementation of newly

enacted accountability measures.69

Nonetheless, and as Moe himself goes on to note, the legislative activity spurred by RttT

constitutes a major accomplishment for the Obama administration. With a relatively small

amount of money, lacking any constitutional authority in education, and without the power

to unilaterally impose his will upon state governments, Obama managed to jumpstart policy

processes that had languished for years in state governments around the country. RttT did

not introduce charter schools, accountability measures, or data administration processes to

policy discussions occurring around the country. But RttT did create a set of new incentives

for states to actually adopt them. So doing, Obama and the federal DOE situated themselves

at the very center of legislative and administrative policy-making processes that historically

have been the subjects of state and local control.
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