
 

 

 
 
April 12, 2010 
 
Honorable Bret Schundler 
Commissioner of Education 
Office of the Commissioner 
100 River View Plaza 
P.O. Box 500 
Trenton, NJ 08625 
  
 
 Re:  New Jersey Phase II Race to the Top Application  
 
Dear Commissioner Schundler: 

 Based on recent public statements, we understand Governor 
Christopher Christie intends to submit a “Phase 2” application 
for a federal Race to the Top (RTTT) grant.  The deadline for 
submission of the application to the US Department of Education 
(ED) is June 1.  In light of the extremely short timeframe 
remaining, we write to identify several major issues raised by 
ED in response to New Jersey's initial, but unsuccessful, RTTT 
application, and to urge the NJ Department of Education (NJDOE) 
to promptly engage stakeholders in a transparent process to 
ensure these critical issues are thoroughly addressed in the 
Phase 2 submission.    
 
 Unlike the situation in other states, we note that the ED 
review of New Jersey's Phase 1 submission did not raise any 
issue with respect to existing State law that might impede 
addressing the RTTT reforms in the Phase 2 application.  
Accordingly, it is imperative that NJDOE prepare and release a 
draft Phase 2 application for consideration by key stakeholders 
as quickly as possible. 
                 
 The ED review on New Jersey's Phase 1 application did, 
however, flag several overarching areas of concern that must be 
addressed in the Phase II submission.  These are: 
 
 1) The lack of stakeholder support for specific elements 
of the RTTT proposal;  
 
 2) The capacity of the NJDOE to successfully ensure full 
and effective implementation of the proposed reforms; and 
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 3) The commitment to sustain adequate and equitable 
school funding, especially for at-risk students in high needs 
districts and schools. 
 
 The ED reviewers provided more detail on each of these 
issues, summarized as follows: 
 
1) Stakeholder Support 
 
 The reviews underscored the lack of support for the 
proposed reform from key stakeholders, specifically teachers and 
principals, along with their respective associations, and local 
school districts.   One commenter observed that "[w]ithout 
teacher support...[NJ's] RTTT grant will be difficult to 
implement."  Another commenter noted New Jersey's "challenging 
environment in terms of gaining broad-based support," citing 
public opposition of the teachers association and tepid 
participation rates among local districts. 
 
 The reviewers also noted that the lack of clarity and 
coordination among the specific reforms elements proposed by 
NJDOE, especially those related to improving instruction and 
leadership among teachers and principals, contributed to the 
failure to gain stakeholder buy-in.  As one reviewer wrote, 
“[t]he applicant articulated a thoughtful reform agenda aligned 
to the four education goals. The path to achieving its goal, 
however, lacks clarity and coherence.”  Another noted that 
“[t]his plan has multiple components, many of which build on 
current programs and strategies...It is also somewhat short on 
specifics, details on how and who will lead the projects, the 
steps in between; possible pitfalls to be avoided based either 
on experience or projection.”  These comments speak to need for 
a more developed implementation plan with broader stakeholder 
involvement and support. 
 
2) NJDOE Capacity 
  
 Perhaps the most glaring concern raised by the reviewers is 
the State's capacity to lead the RTTT reform effort on a 
statewide basis, and provide necessary support to districts, 
teachers, principals, school boards, and parents at the local 
level.  One commenter noted the lack of evidence that the NJDOE 
has the "capacity, knowledge and skills necessary to support" 
local districts, while another underscored "the State's lack of 
capacity to develop and deliver a comprehensive system for 
supporting educator development."  Still another reviewer noted 
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that the NJDOE plan "does not address the necessary capacity 
building work that will need to take place,” while another 
reviewer bluntly stated serious concerns “as to the capacity of 
the NJDOE to successfully handle the plans presented in this 
application.” 
 
 The absence of capacity at NJDOE to meet these types of 
complex tasks has long been a matter of public concern.  A 2007 
evaluation of NJDOE operations, commissioned by the Legislature 
and conducted by the KPMG firm, found serious deficiencies in 
the agency’s ability to fulfill its responsibilities, issues 
that have yet to be satisfactorily addressed.   More troubling 
is impact of the Governor's proposed FY11 budget, which would 
further cut the NJDOE budget at a time when the agency is 
struggling simply to meet its core responsibilities.  How the 
State will address these severe capacity deficits must be 
addressed in the Phase II application.   
  
3) Funding and Resources 
 
 The ED reviewers awarded New Jersey “maximum points” for 
“making education funding a priority,” noting that “even with a 
troubled economy, the State of New Jersey increased the 
percentage of funding to public schools.”  As one commenter 
noted: “[t]he School Funding Reform Act of 2008 (SFRA) 
represents the first comprehensive New Jersey school-funding 
system in decades to receive judicial approval as an equitable 
funding mechanism.  The new formula provides the most generous 
resources in the nation for children at risk.” 
 
 However, the Governor is now proposing to cut over $1 
billion in state school aid from the SFRA formula to districts 
statewide in FY11.  The Governor's budget proposal would clearly 
undercut one of the main strengths of the Phase I application 
cited by the reviewers and could have a negative impact on our 
Phase II proposal if not addressed. 
 
Conclusion 
    
 This listing is obviously not exhaustive, and there are 
many other details related to the reforms that must be 
considered.  However, there are less than two months remaining 
to prepare appropriate revisions to the Phase 1 application, 
obtain informed input and feedback from numerous stakeholder 
groups and organizations, and reach consensus on the key areas 
of the RTTT initiative. 
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 Without question, your office and NJDOE must significantly 
improve the process of building consensus among key stakeholders 
if New Jersey is to be successful in securing a Phase 2 RTTT 
grant. 
 
 Accordingly, we urge your office to publicly present, as 
quickly as possible, a revised RTTT application so that 
stakeholders have ample opportunity to review the proposal and 
provide informed comments and feedback.  In addition, it is 
incumbent upon NJDOE to launch a transparent process of engaging 
various stakeholders throughout the state in the development of 
the Phase 2 application, including parent groups and education 
advocacy organizations.   
 
 We stand ready to assist your office in this most important 
State endeavor.  Please contact me should you have questions or 
need additional information. I look forward to your prompt 
reply. 
 
Sincerely, 
 

 
 
David G. Sciarra 
Executive Director 
 
cc: Governor Christopher Christie 
 Members of the Legislature 
 LEE Group 
 Our Children/Our Schools Coalition        
  

 


