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Dear Secretary Sebelius and Secretary Duncan: 
 
We are pleased to have the opportunity to respond to the draft requirements, priorities, 
selection criteria, and definitions for the new Race to the Top Early Learning Challenge 
Fund. We appreciate the efforts of the Department of Education and the Department of 
Health and Human Services to assist states in strengthening their systems of early 
childhood learning and child care.  
 
California has long recognized the importance of early education. The state has 
established a strong policy environment that aims to ensure quality and access while 
allowing local programs to innovate and tailor their services to the unique needs of 
their communities. If designed with similar flexibility, the Race to the Top Early 
Learning Challenge program could be an exciting opportunity for California to build on 
its many years of state and local work in early child development, for instance by 
aligning our early learning standards with the recently adopted Common Core 
standards.  Our goals and activities as a state are well in line with those outlined in the 
draft document, and we are confident that RTT-ELC funds could be used very 
effectively to augment our recent efforts and exponentially boost our state’s progress in 
strengthening the quality of our early learning system. 
 
At the same time, we are committed as a state to putting our fiscal house in order. We 
simply cannot afford to make policy changes or put in place program expansions that 
will create ongoing costs and cost pressures that cannot be met after the grant period is 
over. As currently written, the draft requirements, priorities, selection criteria, and 
definitions will make it a challenge for California to participate responsibly. In 
response, we offer the following suggestions. 
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Develop scoring criteria that will not disadvantage states for choosing to focus 
on a few top priorities. Even if awarded the maximum grant amount available to 
our state, California cannot afford to tackle all of the activities envisioned in the 
selection criteria, including a longitudinal data system for early learning, early 
learning and development standards, program standards, a comprehensive 
assessment system, a kindergarten entry assessment, standards that ensure 
children’s health and safety, standards for family engagement, a tiered quality 
rating and improvement system, a progression of credentials for early child 
educators, and the development of workforce knowledge and competencies. Like 
all states, California already has some of these pieces in place, but not all. States 
need maximum flexibility to build on the system they already have and focus 
intensively on a few specific activities that will bring the greatest impact per 
dollar spent. The program will not be successful in meeting its goals if states 
develop scatter-shot plans that attempt to cover each and every selection 
criterion. 
 
Ensure that the program requirements and scoring criteria do not penalize 
states for exercising fiscal responsibility. We applaud the program’s stated 
emphasis on streamlining processes, aligning goals and activities across 
programs, and realizing greater efficiency with current dollars. These goals are 
very consistent with our own as a state. At the same time, we see many activities 
in the draft selection criteria that will create very significant ongoing costs and 
cost pressures to the state. Activities like standards development are ideal uses 
for one-time funding. In contrast, a longitudinal data system requires increased 
capacity at the state and local levels and a never-ending funding stream to 
support it. States should not be penalized for proposing realistic and sustainable 
plans that emphasize one-time activities. The review process should encourage 
responsible planning, not overpromising. 
 
In the scoring process, give states credit for the quality and comprehensiveness 
of their local efforts. California is a huge state geographically and incredibly 
diverse demographically. At the state level, we can’t decide what works best in 
every region, and we wouldn’t want to. As written, the draft criteria place 
emphasis on statewide activities. California is home to very robust local systems 
of early childhood education and care—in Los Angeles, San Diego, Sacramento, 
and Fresno, to name just a few. The RTT-ELC program needs to be designed to 
take advantage of strong local efforts and afford them the flexibility they need to 
continue and expand on their good work. Moreover, the selection criteria used to 
make grant decisions should take into account these local efforts and recognize 
them as integral parts of the state’s existing system.  
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Thank you for providing an opportunity to review and comment on the draft 
requirements, priorities, selection criteria, and definitions for RTT-ELC. We look 
forward to working together to realize our shared goals for early learning and 
development. 
 
Sincerely, 

 
Susan K. Burr 
Executive Director, California State Board of Education 
 


