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(HARTFORD, CONN.)   The Connecticut State Department of Education is taking on the ambitious task of preparing a major, statewide grant application for the highly competitive, federal Race to the Top fund announced by President Obama on July 24, 2009, as part of a $4.35 billion reform package designed to spur bold action for reforming America’s public schools.  
Since August, state education Commissioner Mark K. McQuillan and his staff have been working to respond to complex requirements of the grant. He has called together teams of local superintendents, other education leaders, university and business representatives, and teachers to help fashion Connecticut’s proposal for public school reform.

“This process is designed to have us take a good honest look at our education system and take action — at the state and local levels — to bring our schools into the 21st century and meet our responsibilities to our next generation of workers and citizens,” Commissioner McQuillan said. “We are requesting upwards of $150 million over three years to effect major change in Connecticut’s 1,100 public schools.
“Our first task was to focus on how the Department’s state and federal programs align with the four goals required by Race to the Top preliminary guidelines,” McQuillan said. To that end, division heads and bureau chiefs wrote lengthy responses to questions McQuillan posed. Responses to these questions were further augmented by essays written specifically about the 19 criteria that will be used to judge the quality of the application. Supported by funds from the Nellie Mae Education Foundation and the General Electric Foundation, the Department has retained the services of Gruendel & Associates to help prepare the application. 

“Writing the application is only one part of the work. Essential to our application is the thinking of principals, teachers, university leaders and other policymakers. We’ve asked them to the table to help us build the strategic vision and mission guiding the grant,” Commissioner McQuillan said.

In addition, the Commissioner has invited 18 superintendents from Connecticut’s most disadvantaged communities to form a “virtual” district organized around three major reforms: 
· urban school renewal; 
· secondary school reform; and 
· prekindergarten-Grade 6 academic improvement.  
“These initiatives have been part of the Department’s work with these districts since 2007, but with the prospect of dedicating new dollars to the work, the superintendents have expressed genuine hope that reforms that had once been out of reach — the creation of a longer school days, for example, coupled with major curricular innovations in science, mathematics and technology — may be possible with the funding provided.”
McQuillan said he is “guardedly optimistic” about Connecticut’s prospects. Knowing that the competition from other states will be keen, McQuillan points to the progress Connecticut has made in the last four years. “We’ve built a powerful ‘turn-around’ model for helping districts overcome the obstacles that have historically plagued school reforms in cities such as Bridgeport, New Haven and Hartford. 
“The Department and its leadership teams in each district,” he notes, “have collaborated intensively with superintendents and principals to develop multiyear improvement plans focused by the Connecticut Accountability and Learning Initiative (CALI). Implemented with great success in Connecticut’s technical high schools in 2005, CALI was expanded in 2007 into a complete system for managing curriculum and student achievement data. Since 2007, CALI has become the linchpin behind the state’s new accountability law necessitated by NCLB.
 “It is, without question,” McQuillan observes, “the organizing force behind districts’ continuous improvement efforts in K-12 literacy, mathematics, dropout prevention and differentiating instruction for students in all subgroups. For the first time in a decade, we’ve begun to see the narrowing of our achievement gaps for black and Hispanic children, and, for the state as a whole, we’re seeing real coherence in reform efforts launched in the disadvantaged communities with whom we’ve worked.”

But the picture isn’t entirely rosy: CAPT scores and SAT scores at the secondary level remain flat; the number of graduates who enter a community or state college in need of remedial or developmental coursework is growing; and the gaps are not closing fast enough.  
“This is why secondary reform, reform starting in sixth grade and reaching into the first two years of college, is so important. This is also why the U.S. Department of Education is actively pushing reforms in high schools and middle schools,” McQuillan said. “We’ve developed an excellent plan, the Connecticut Plan, which we presented to the General Assembly last spring for adoption. Although the plan could not be supported because of its cost, few legislators contended that it wasn’t needed. The Connecticut state university system has fully endorsed the plan and will use it as the basis for admitting all students into state universities by the year 2016.”

At this point, McQuillan and his staff are completing the research needed to respond to the initial guidance questions posed in the application. They have formed an internal steering committee chaired by Deputy Commissioner George Coleman and Associate Commissioner Charlene Russell-Tucker, and, together, they will hear the recommendations of four advisory groups convened to assist the Department in clarifying its “story” and final priorities. Later this month, for example, the steering committee will move to adopt a framework prepared by superintendents outlining the group’s vision, mission and theory of action for bringing systemic reform to Connecticut. Also on tap is a report from an advisory group of education organizations — e.g., the Connecticut Association of Schools (CAS), the RESC Alliance, the American Federation of Teachers (AFT), etc. — that has been charged with exploring how Connecticut can best respond to the grant’s call for performance-based evaluations of teachers and principals.
“These are all complex and at times controversial issues,” McQuillan notes, “but we are well on our way to reaching a consensus throughout the state as to what our core issues will be and what strategies we must adopt.” Reflecting on the challenges and the intensity of the competition, McQuillan says Connecticut is well positioned to succeed. “Knowing what we’ve already accomplished and what we’re capable of doing with this number of very talented people,” McQuillan observes, “I like our chances.” 
