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Washington must adopt a bold STEM vision to be competitive for RTTT funds.
Washington’s economy is driven by innovation—and for the innovation economy to thrive, it must be supported by an educated workforce with deep knowledge and strong skills in science technology, engineering and math (STEM). To innovate, Washington’s workforce must also have the ability to create, design, and think critically to solve complex problems. Unfortunately, while STEM knowledge and skills are essential for success in Washington’s 21st century economy, they are also the areas in which Washington’s students struggle the most. 

The Obama Administration has set the stage for states across the country to adopt broad education reforms, and has rightly recognized that STEM plays a crucial role in raising student achievement and ensuring all students graduate from high school ready for college and the workplace. As Washington competes with states throughout the country for a share of the $4.35 billion Race to the Top (RTTT) Fund, it must propose bold reforms and capitalize on its strengths. STEM offers a key opportunity for Washington to do just that.  Fewer than 15 states are expected to win Race to the Top awards. If Washington is serious about competing, it must make STEM a central component of its application, and make a host of policy changes to position itself as an overall leader in education reform.
To be competitive for RTTT funds, Washington should:

· Make STEM the focal point of its Race to the Top application by: emphasizing STEM’s role in each of the four policy areas central to RTTT—internationally-benchmarked college- and career-ready standards and assessments, improving teacher and principal effectiveness, better data systems, and turning around low-performing schools.
· Ensure that Washington has internationally-benchmarked standards and assessments by: adopting the Common Core standards; participating in a State Assessment Consortium; developing multiple measures for student growth; and maintaining math and science high school graduation requirements.
· Seek to improve teacher effectiveness by: allowing differential pay for teachers in math and science content areas; creating alternative routes for principals and teachers; and adopting a “grant, deny, extend” policy for teacher tenure to ensure successful teachers are retained and unsuccessful teachers are exited from the school system.

· Focus on the effective use of data by: fully leveraging our state’s longitudinal database; and developing tools that help teachers and other stakeholders use data to improve classroom instruction and accelerate student performance. 
· Address low-performing schools by: allowing the state to intervene in schools that chronically under-perform; and allowing charter schools in the state.
The Obama Administration has made it clear that RTTT dollars will go to states that propose comprehensive, bold reforms. It has also made clear that it will give priority to states that have strong STEM plans. Washington is in a unique position to distinguish itself as a STEM state. STEM has major support from the business community in Washington, and a major new private-sector led Washington STEM Center is poised to act as an implementing partner for STEM innovation and reform. 
The window of opportunity is open, and the time is now.  Education leaders and state lawmakers must act quickly and decisively to implement major policy reforms in all four of RTTT’s major policy areas, and to position Washington as a leader in STEM innovation.
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