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cdeas Q&A

J OANNE WEISSisin charge of the federal

government’s $4.3 billion Race to the Top Fund, a new
program that is funding innovations in K-12 education.

JOANNE WEISS’ CAREER demon-
strates that social innovations are often cre-
ated and driven by people who reach across
the nonprofit, for-profit, and government
sectors. Weiss started her career by co-
founding and leading several for-profit com-
panies, most of which were in the educa-
tional field. She then joined the nonprofit
NewSchools Venture Fund, which for the
last 12 years has funded nonprofit and for-
profit educational reform organizations.
And last year Weiss was recruited to be the
director of the U.S. Department of Educa-
tion’s $4.3 billion Race to the Top Fund.

The Race to the Top Fund is not a typical
government program. Instead, it borrows
from the nonprofit and for-profit sectors,
most notably the idea that competition can

stimulate change. Rather than getting
grants based simply on how many children
are in school or how many schools are fail-
ing, states must compete for money by put-
ting forward innovative programs that im-
prove their educational system. Some states
will get money and others will not, based on
performance and outcomes.

In this interview with Stanford Social
Innovation Review Managing Editor Eric
Nee, Weiss explains what the department
hopes to accomplish with Race to the Top,
what criteria will be used to judge the
states’ proposals, why it is important for
states to compete for funding, and how
the Race to the Top Fund is different
from the U.S. Department of Education’s
Investing in Innovation Fund.

Eric Nee: Before joining the U.S. Department
of Education you spent nearly eight years
at the NewSchools Venture Fund. What
were the fund’s biggest accomplishments?
Joanne Weiss: There are probably three
big accomplishments that came out of
NewSchools during the time I was there.
First, NewSchools helped build an educa-
tion reform movement—whether it was
the conferences that NewSchools ran, or
the knowledge management activities that
it undertook, or the different convenings
and communities of practice that it started.
It had the impact of creating a community
of education reformers in K-12 who had
similar goals and were in the field every
day fighting to dramatically improve edu-
cational outcomes for underserved stu-
dents. It’s exhausting work, and finding
other people with common points of view,
engaged in common efforts, who can learn
from and with one another, can invigorate
and fuel a movement.
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The second thing we did was to help cre-
ate the field of venture philanthropy. The
idea of applying venture capital processes
and concepts to creating a new social sec-
tor—in this case, education reform—was
largely untried at that point. NewSchools
did a terrific job of proving that you could
take the approaches that worked so well to
build industries on the for-profit side and
apply them in the nonprofit world. New-
Schools was a nonprofit, so there was no fi-
nancial return back to the investors, but
with that one tweak, everything else—from
thinking how you invest, build, and scale
organizations for the long term, take board
seats, remain committed to the organiza-
tions and help them grow and become real
forces in a new marketplace—applied beau-
tifully from the venture capital world into
the venture philanthropy world.

The third accomplishment is that we
helped create the charter management or-
ganization market. The notion that charter
laws provided a terrific umbrella for scaling
anew type of school system, not just individ-
ual schools, was an insight that Kim Smith,
Reed Hastings, and Don Shalvey had. You
could use charter school laws, not just to let
1,000 flowers bloom, but actually to scale
and grow the most successful schools by
creating systems of schools operated by
charter management organizations.

Why did you leave NewSchools and join the
federal government?
Arne Duncan (now U.S. secretary of educa-
tion) was a leader in the education reform
community, and I had known him, albeit
not well, for some time. I had tremendous
respect for him—not only for his intellect
and for his accomplishments in Chicago
(where he was CEO of Chicago Public
Schools), but also for his political courage.
Everything he did and said had to meet the
test of “what’s going to be best for educa-
tion and best for kids?” I'm not a political
person or an ideologue—I'm a pragmatist.
If it works for children educationally, I'm for
it. So Arne’s approach resonated with me.
The combination of Arne’s leadership
and the amount of funding that the depart-
ment had gotten from the stimulus created
a perfect storm for education reform. The
opportunity to create educational reform at
anational scale was very compelling. When
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he made me the offer to lead the Race to the
Top, it was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity
that I couldn’t say no to.

Why is the Race to the Top Fund important?
There are pockets of excellence and incred-
ible assets that a lot of states have within
their borders—schools and districts that
are doing tremendous work for kids. The
problem is that we don’t recognize those ef-
forts, understand what it takes to replicate
them, and disseminate what’s working and
make sure that it’s spread across the state.
Race to the Top is designed to help Amer-
ica identify which states “get” the
problem and are willing to step up
to the plate and say: “You know
what? We do have assets in our
state. Here are the things that are
going well and here’s how we’re

ter—they are foundational. Teachers and
principals are the adults who make the
most difference in whether or not a child
really learns.

The third area is data systems. I am a data
geek from way back. I have a tremendous be-
lief that education should be much more
rooted in data, in cycles of continuous in-
structional improvement. Teachers and prin-
cipals need to become really good consum-
ers of instructional data and use it to make
informed decisions about what kids need.

The last area is turning around struggling
schools. No system is stronger than its weak-
est link. We’ve got schools that,
in some cases for decades, have
been manufacturing dropouts
instead of high school graduates.
That is totally unacceptable. Tin-
kering around the edges doesn’t

We’ve got schools that, in some cases for decades, have
been manufacturing dropouts instead of high school
graduates. That is totally unaceptable.

going to scale and replicate those things. And
here are things we’re not doing so well, but
another state, another country, another place
is doing them well. We’ve studied them, and
here’s what we’re going to do in our state.”
The hope, of course, would be that once
we’ve got a number of states doing it, the rest
of the states can come along.

To receive Race to the Top funds, states have
to demonstrate that they are achieving re-
sults in four different areas. What are those
four areas and why did you pick them?
The law was written by Congress, but Arne
was involved in the process, of course, and
all of the K-12 programs that the depart-
ment is developing are aligned around these
same four areas. The first reform area is
standards and assessments. Standards de-
fine what students should know and be able
to do, and assessments measure that knowl-
edge. The goal is to ensure that students get
an education that prepares them for success
in college or the workplace by the time they
complete high school. It’s critical, and it’s
not happening today.

The second area is human capital. Great
teaching and great school leadership mat-

work. You need a wholesale turnaround plan
in place for those schools in order to make
sure that they are delivering a totally differ-
ent kind of education.

Which of those four areas has there been
the most controversy over?
The controversy is primarily in two places.
One is around school turnaround. Here, the
controversy isn’t so much whether we
should be engaged in turning around schools,
it’s that people don’t know how to do it.
We’re getting a lot of comments like “you’re
too prescriptive” or “you’re not prescriptive
enough.” The “you’re too prescriptive” argu-
ment goes like this: “We don’t have proven
answers about how to actually turn these
schools around, so how can you say that
these approaches are the approaches that we
should try?” The “it’s not prescriptive
enough” argument holds that adults have
been letting kids down in these systems for
years and years, so we have to get very, very
clear about what needs to happen to turn
these schools around, or it will never happen.
The truth is that we don’t know exactly
how to turn around schools. The truth is
also that excuses and inaction don’t help



students who are trapped in these schools.
It’s a real dilemma, not a fake one. But at
the department, our feeling is that we have
some models of success on which to build
and we need to step up to the plate and
start working on it.

The other big controversy is around
teacher effectiveness. How do you mea-
sure teacher effectiveness? How do you
know whether a teacher is a good teacher
or not? And how important is it to know
whether a teacher is a good teacher or not?
There’s a very complex national debate go-
ing on around that issue now, and the Race
to the Top asks states to take these ques-
tions head on.

Is the Department of Education agnostic
about what programs the states put for-
ward, or will you be favoring some solu-
tions over others?
What we’ve tried to do in the guidelines is to
be clear that these four areas make up the
fundamental pillars of the education system.
But the right way to address each of these is
often a very local issue. States should look at
what assets they already have, what they’re
good at, and build on those. States set their
own goals in these areas and put together
their own plans for how they are going to
address them.

In the past the department has operated
a system based largely on compliance moni-
toring and formula funding. We’ve built en-
tire systems around checking boxes. We
need to retool our systems at the federal
level so that we’re focused on helping sup-
port the success of states. And states need
to retool their support systems so that they
are adding more value to their districts and
schools, helping them be successful and im-
prove student outcomes. Those are not the
roles that any of us have been in, but it is
the big change that I think we all believe
needs to happen.

This money was part of the stimulus pack-
age, which was a one-time appropriation. Is
there any notion that the program could be
funded in the future?

Over the next few months we will take up
reauthorization of the Elementary and Sec-
ondary Education Act (the No Child Left
Behind Act), so it’s likely that we’ll be talk-
ing to Congress about this issue. We’ll

definitely be talking to Congress about the
role of competitive funding vs. formula
funding. This is an issue we’ve been talking
a lot about internally, because these two
types of programs have different purpos-
es—they’re used to achieve different kinds
of goals and outcomes. They’re both impor-
tant, but by and large, the department’s tool
in K-12 education has, to date, been formula
funding. I think that you’ll see us recom-
mending a much heavier role for competi-
tive funding like Race to the Top going for-
ward. Maybe even a Race to the Top IL

What is formula funding?
Formula funding is the way most funding is
distributed by the department; it allocates
specific amounts of money based on a for-
mula. Formula funding is vital to getting fed-
eral money to particular programs that serve
children who might otherwise be under-sup-
ported. For example, Title I funding is direct-
ed toward low-income students; migrant
funding supports programs specific to meet-
ing the needs of children of migrant workers.
You could imagine students being marginal-
ized, underserved, or even neglected if there
wasn’t specific money “assigned” to them.
The downside of large formula funding
programs is that they can lead to compla-
cency as opposed to excellence, because, for
example, whether a high school is graduat-
ing 9o percent of its kids or 40 percent of
its kids, it still gets its funding. With Race to
the Top, states win funding based on perfor-
mance and outcomes. We think it’s an im-
portant part of the way that funding needs
to happen in the future.

Are you prepared for the political fallout
that might occur when some states get
money and others don’t?
Ask me in a year, I guess! But today I’d say
“absolutely.” After all, the goal here is to iden-
tify the states that have the best ideas and
provide them with funding to replicate their
good ideas and show the rest of the country
how to do it. I think everybody is prepared
for there to be winners and losers—that’s
what happens in a competition.

How is the Race to the Top Fund different
from the Education Department’s Invest-
ing in Innovation Fund?

The grantees for Race to the Top are states.

It’s a theory of change based on comprehen-
sive, statewide education reform. The Inno-
vation Fund is for districts and nonprofits.
Its theory of change is to support and incent
innovation and to scale up specific pro-
grams that show evidence of success.

There are a lot of questions in education
that we don’t know the answer to. We’ve
got to have a funding engine that provides
the fuel for innovation, to make sure that
we are getting the best ideas out there, that
they’re known, and that they’re replicable.
The Innovation Fund is designed to do that.

Why not pool the two funds?

Because the small innovations would get
overlooked. The state level is about scale,
whereas innovation is first about ideas, then
about being able to do it with reliability and
validity, and then about scale. If you don’t
have those first two steps, you don’t ever
get to scale.

The Innovation Fund sounds similar to
what you did at NewSchools.

Yes, it is similar. At NewSchools, we were
funding entrepreneurs who were, by and
large, nonprofits or school management
organizations. The Innovation Fund is for
nonprofits and districts.

Is there any coordination between the Race
to the Top Fund and the Innovation Fund?
There’s a lot of effort in the department to
make sure that these programs are aligned
and moving consistently in the same direc-
tion. That has been a problem in the past—a
lot of federal programs have worked at odds
with one another or in disjointed instead of
complementary ways. These two programs
have aligned goals. Having said that, if you’re
a district in a state that wins Race to the Top,
you don’t get preference in the competition
for the Innovation Fund, or vice versa.

It must be exciting to see a lot of the ideas
that you helped launch while at NewSchools
now have the support of the federal govern-
ment with billions of dollars behind it.
Yes, it’s very exciting. It definitely feels like a
wonderful opportunity and a great time to be
doing this work. It gives me a lot more hope
for the future of education than I've had for a
while. And ’'m a pretty hopeful, optimistic
person. So that’s saying a lot.
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