








RACE TO THE TOP

AND THE CHICAGO TEACHERS UNION STRIKE

By Ali Palmieri

n the current political climate,

the Chicago teacher strike, fi-

nally reaching its conclusion,

is a hot button issue. The Chi-
cago Teachers Union represents
26,000 teachers. Chicago has the
nation’s third-largest school system
with some 35,000 students, and
its teachers are among the highest
paid in the country. With both Dem-
ocrats and Republicans treading
lightly around the issue, and trying
to figure out the best strategy, the
public was trying to be informed of
what issues were behind the strike
and how the resolution was reached.

A Resolution is Reached

Chicago schools went back to busi-
ness as usual on Wednesday, Sep-
tember 19. It appears the teachers
have decisively won, according to a
labor expert. There is an average of
17.6% for raises over 4 years. Also, a
merit pay program that would have
been tied to increased emphasis on
student test scores has been taken
out. In terms of the City of Chicago
gaining some ground, the school
day and year will be extended, and
teachers backed off on their insis-
tence that laid-off teachers be given
even more consideration for jobs.
The main point that remains in the
contract is that scores will count for
a lower percentage of teacher eval-
uations.

The Role of Race to the Top

Race to the Top and its influence on
evaluations, which relates directly

to President Obama’s education re-
form agenda, was one of the central
issues along with the length of the
school day correlating with com-
pensation and potential job losses.
Accountability, performance and
evaluations are at the heart of Race
to the Top and the Chicago teachers
have had a problem with how this
policy ties evaluations to test scores.
Chicago Public Schools encompass
an area that has a high percentage
of low income families; 87% to be
exact. The teachers say they should
not be evaluated based on test
scores when the lives of their stu-
dents are much more difficult than
other areas of the country where
test scores may be higher. Since
Race to the Top is a program that
relies heavily on test scores and
performance year to year, it doesn’t
appear that the Chicago Teachers
Union will be able to change this
policy any time soon.

President Obama has supported
Race to the Top, which in return
caused many states to drastically
change their education laws in or-
der to try to go after the $4.35 billion
in funding. A New York Times edito-
rial stated, “The Obama administra-
tion’s Race to the Top initiative has
shown that competitive grant pro-
grams can be a powerful tool to spur
innovation in education.”

A Storm Brewing

With this program continuing, lllinois
was one of the states that faced is-
sues when the unions including the

Chicago Teachers Union would not
support Race to the Top. The Per-
formance Evaluation Reform Act
(PERA) was signed into law in Janu-
ary 2010 and stated that by Septem-
ber 2012, each lllinois school district
must establish a new method for
evaluating performance for teachers
and principals. The language was
very close to Race to the Top, stat-
ing that test score “growth” must be
a “significant factor” in evaluations.
Some think that PERA was enacted
just to get Race to the Top funding.

Education Reform in the Spotlight

Our political system leads to many
different views being expressed and
this is part of what makes America
an innovative country. The Chicago
Teachers Union exercised their right
to spur change and this put the spot-
light on a political issue. The public
was able to debate education and
see the points of view of teachers,
unions and municipalities. If pro-
grams like Race to the Top create
change, we can only hope that the
education system will continue to
evolve to the benefit of all students.
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MAKING BETTER USE OF
FORMULA GRANTS

By Michael Paddock

ormula grants, or title Program grants at higher education- level, but most states pass these

grants as they are some- al institutions, Community Develop- funds through on a formula basis.
times called, are those reli- ment Block Grants in municipalities,
able, easy funding sources Justice Assistance Grants for police
that your agency probably already departments, and Hospital Pre-
receives. paredness Program grants in hos- termine how much funding is avail-
pitals. In some states, these pass- able to each eligible recipient, and
Some examples of formula grants  through grants are re-distributed to ~ &lthough some forms may be re-
include Title | and IDEA grants for |ocal entities through a competitive  9uired, and the forms can be simple
schools, Strengthening Institutions  (non-formula) process at the state ©f extensive, applicants are essen-

As the name implies, formula grants
use an objective calculation to de-
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tially guaranteed to receive their al-
lotted funding.

It is the very ease of accessing this
annuity that so often leads to inef-
ficiency in the use of the funds and
a lack of scrutiny by executives and
boards of how the funding is spent.
If your organization’s approach to
formula funding resembles the one
| just described, don’t be alarmed.
The same phenomenon appears
across organizations, regions, and
fields of specialization.

Another feature of most formula
funding is its flexibility. Recipients
are given a broad set of program
goals and encouraged to use their
funding to advance those goals. In
pursuit of broad objectives, recipi-
ents can use their funds for equip-
ment, materials, technology, train-
ing, staffing, and in some cases
even construction, so long as they
can demonstrate that they are using
the funds to “supplement” (not “sup-
plant”) locally funded initiatives.

Add these features together, and
you get a large amount of money
being distributed more or less con-
sistently each year to recipients who
can use the funding for a wide range
of activities. You also have oversight
of the funding that is often less than
would be allocated to a similar local-
ly-funded application.

As with any bureaucracy, further in-
vestigation into your own agency’s
use of the funding will probably
provoke an explanation of what the
money is spent on each year, in
terms of a position or a broad bud-
get category, rather than why the
money is spent that way or how the
decisions on the use of funding are
made each year.

All that said, it may be worthwhile to
take a second look at your organiza-

tion’s use of its formula funding, and,
if possible, participate in develop-
ing an assessment of how formula
funds are allocated each year, to
ensure there is accountability, ef-
ficiency, and prioritization built into
the process.

FIND OUT WHO IS
RESPONSIBLE FOR
FORMULA FUNDING IN YOUR
ORGANIZATION

The individual who actually writes
the application for formula funding
each year my welcome input into
the process. Depending on the size
and complexity of your organization,
the job of developing the annual ap-
plication may fall on the top or (more
often) second executive of the orga-
nization, while in others, it may be
someone who participates in some
way in the division that uses the
funding, such as a reading team in
a school district or an emergency
management committee in a hospi-
tal.

ASK HOW DECISIONS ON HOW
TO USE THE FUNDS ARE MADE

The process for developing budgets
for formula grants can range from an
individual copying and pasting last
year’s budget into the new one to
an ad-hoc governing committee that
decides what should be included
each year and demands account-
ability for how the previous years’
funds were spent. Understanding
which end of the spectrum your or-
ganization falls on will be important
in evaluating what you might do to
improve the process and ensure
you are able to contribute meaning-
fully.

WORK TOWARD A STRUCTURE

A transparent structure for making
decisions about how to use formula
funds does two important things.
First, it allows for an annual re-ex-
amination of the priorities that drive
the uses of the funds, reducing the
likelihood of recycling old budgets
just because it’s easier. Second, it
encourages participation in the pro-
cess and may result in new ideas
and better ways of doing things that
ultimately produce more meaningful
results for your organization, its con-
stituents, and its community.

A structure doesn't have to mean
layers of bureaucracy, endless
meetings, or even a concrete com-
mittee roster, but it should have a
defined process for evaluating the
needs of the organization, compar-
ing that with the intent of the formula
grants it receives, and determining
the best use of the funds each year.

COMMUNICATE AND EXPAND

Decisions to use your formula fund-
ing that are based on a clear under-
standing of the need in your commu-
nity and with an eye toward the most
effective use of funding will help en-
sure these programs advance your
mission and the maximize goals of
the funder. Moreover, the initiative
you have undertaken will provide a
platform from which to attract fund-
ing from other sources, so be sure
to communicate your efforts to the
wider community and consider
seeking additional grant dollars to
build on your efforts. Funders love
to add to projects that have already
been funded by someone else, and
your colleagues in other similar cir-
cumstances may find inspiration
from your efforts.
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EVE NTs ’ GRANTS OFFICE
UPCOMING WEBCAST EVENTS

* Funding for Federally Qualified Health Centers—Sponsored by Cisco
October 4, 2012 at 2:00PM EDT

e Practice Makes Perfect: Funding Health Professional Education & Training Initiatives—Sponsored by AT&T
October 23, 2012 at 2:00PM EDT

* Funding to Enhance Technology in Your College Workforce Development Programs—Sponsored by Cisco
November 13, 2012 at 2:00PM EDT

e Funding Educational Innovation—Sponsored by Cisco
December 11, 2012 at 2:00PM EDT

RECENT WEBCAST RECORDINGS

* Finding Technology Dollars in K-12 Title Funding--Sponsored by Cisco
Recorded September 18, 2012

e Realizing Student Achievement in the 21st Century—Sponsored by Cisco
Recorded August 28, 2012

* Funding Decontamination for Emergency Management—Sponsored by RSDecon
Recorded August 16, 2012

* Plan Ahead: Prepping for Funding in 2013
Recorded August 7, 2012

These and other recordings are available for playback or download at
http://www.grantsoffice.info/Webcasts.aspx

LEARN MORE AT WWW.GRANTSOFFICE.COM
AND FOLLOW US ON FACEBOOK, TWITTER, AND LINKEDIN
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