Investing in Innovation (i3) Fund Evidence & Evaluation Webinar
Questions and Answers

June 30, 2011

The document provides a description of the questions and answers addressed during the i3 Evidence and Evaluation Webinar held on June 30, 2011.  In addition to this document, applicants are encouraged to review the PowerPoint presentation and script for the webinar.  Additional questions pertaining to this program may be emailed to i3@ed.gov. 
General Question:

1. Where are the selection criteria for the 2011 competition published?

The selection criteria for the three types of grants – Scale-up, Validation, and Development – are provided in the notices inviting applications (NIAs) that the Department published in the Federal Register on June 3, 2011. These NIAs include the priorities and selection criteria that the Department will use for the FY 2011 i3 competition.  The 2011 NIAs, and other relevant documents, are available on the i3 Web site at http://www2.ed.gov/programs/innovation/applicant.html.  

Note:  The Department published a separate NIA for each grant type--Scale-up, Validation, and Development—under the i3 program.  For the Scale-up NIA; see 76 FR 32159–32171, available at http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/FR-2011-06-03/pdf/2011-13594.pdf, for the Validation NIA; and see 76 FR 32171–32182, available at http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/FR-2011-06-03/pdf/2011-13596.pdf, for the Development NIA.

Questions and Answers pertaining to the Evidence Eligibility Requirement:

2. Are applications that go beyond the requirements for meeting evidence standards rated stronger than those that just meet those standards? 

For the purposes of meeting the evidence eligibility requirements in the i3 competition, applicants are judged either eligible or ineligible based on whether an application reaches the minimum requirements for evidence eligibility (defined by grant type). There is no prohibition on providing a stronger evidence base than is required for the particular grant category (Scale-up, Validation, Development), but applications will not receive a benefit or preference as part of the evidence eligibility review for exceeding rather than just meeting the requirements.

3. How many references/studies should applicants include?

Applicants should include at least the number of studies required to meet the minimum requirements in the evidence definitions by grant type. For example, Scale-up applications must be supported by strong evidence, which is defined as more than one well-designed and well-implemented experimental or quasi-experimental study or one large, well-designed and well-implemented multi-site randomized controlled trial. Applicants may wish to include more than the minimum number of studies in case any of the cited studies are found not to meet the requirements during the evidence eligibility review.

4. Must evidence used to meet eligibility requirements have been published?

As noted in G-5 of the Investing in Innovation Fund (i3) Guidance and Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs) document, prior research used to demonstrate evidence may include both published and unpublished studies. While studies need not be formally published, applicants must ensure that unpublished documents are available to the Department for use in the evidence eligibility review.

The evidence eligibility review will be based on a review of the full citations of the studies cited in the applications as relevant support for the evidence requirements. Thus, applicants must make sure that any unpublished studies they wish to have included in the evidence eligibility review are available to the Department.  

Note: A citation for a study completed for the U.S. Department of Education (even a study funded by the Institute of Education Sciences, such as those conducted by the Regional Educational Laboratories) that has not been published or otherwise officially released at the time of the evidence review will not be available to the Department for consideration as part of the review. It is left to the applicant and the author of the unpublished research to decide whether they are comfortable including unpublished research in an application.

5. Must the evidence used to meet eligibility requirements be from peer-reviewed studies or are well-documented evaluation studies adequate?

As discussed in FAQs G-4 and G-5, there are no restrictions regarding the source of prior research studies that provide evidence for the proposed practice, strategy, or program.

6. To demonstrate the validity and reliability of measures used in studies, is it possible to reference additional technical information not referenced in the report of results?

As noted in response to question 4 above, applicants may provide unpublished information.  Applications should include all information that the Department will need to evaluate whether the evidence meets the evidence eligibility requirements.  

Any supplemental information provided must be available to the Department for use in the evidence eligibility review.  It should also include evidence to support the validity and reliability of measures. 

7. Is it appropriate to present new analyses of data that are contained in past evaluation reports?

We interpret the question to mean whether it is appropriate to conduct and include in applications supplemental analysis using data from previously published reports to support an application.  As noted previously, all evidence used to support an application must be available to Department, whether published or not.  Thus, such supplemental analysis would need to be included with the application as a fully documented unpublished paper.   

8. How recent does the evidence-based research used to meet eligibility requirements have to be?

The i3 evidence eligibility requirements do not set a threshold for the date the evidence was published or developed.  However, the evidence definitions refer to studies that support the effectiveness of the proposed practices, strategies, or programs. Since the modification or adaptation of well‐tested practices, strategies, or programs may weaken the evidence of effectiveness, applicants may not wish to rely on older evidence provided by studies conducted prior to modifications or adaptations. 

For the Scale-up and Validation competitions, Selection Criterion B (Quality of the Project Design) also includes a factor on the extent to which the services to be provided reflect up--to-date knowledge. When the evidence supporting an application was developed may be relevant to an applicant’s response to this factor, particularly if additional evidence about the proposed practices, strategies, or programs exists.

9. What is the definition of a confound?

As explained on page 16 of the What Works Clearinghouse (WWC) Procedures and Standards Handbook (http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/pdf/wwc_procedures_v2_standards_handbook.pdf):  

In some studies, a component of the design lines up exactly with the intervention or comparison group (for example, studies in which there is one “unit”—teacher, classroom, school, or district—in one of the conditions). In these studies, the confounding factor may have a separate effect on the outcome that cannot be eliminated by the study design. Because it is impossible to separate how much of the observed effect was due to the intervention and how much was due to the confounding factor, the study cannot meet standards, as the findings cannot be used as evidence of the program’s effectiveness.

10. What is an example of a study in which the outcome was over-aligned w/the intervention?

For example, if an intervention includes, for treatment students, repeated practice reading specific passages and answering specific questions about those passages, while the control students have no equivalent practice, and the outcome is an assessment that asks students to read the same passages and respond to the same (or very similar) questions, that assessment would be over-aligned.  The problem is that it would be difficult to know whether any differences in outcomes between the treatment and control groups were due to the intervention or due to the treatment students’ familiarity with the passages and the assessment questions.
11. Does the criterion for adjusting baseline difference (greater or less than 0.25 SD) apply to both continuous and dichotomous outcomes?


Yes.

12. In a Validation Grant, could an applicant present a quasi-experimental design (QED) for internal validity, and a range of case studies with no comparison group for external validity?

It is important to note that it is possible for a single well-designed and well-implemented quasi-experimental (or experimental) study to meet the evidence eligibility requirements for Validation applications. Such a study would exhibit high internal validity, so would also need to exhibit at least moderate external validity (meaning include participants and settings that overlap with but may be more limited than those that are the focus of the application) in order to meet the requirements.  If such a study did not exhibit at least moderate external validity, it would not be responsive to the Validation evidence requirements, even if presented in combination with other studies exhibiting moderate or high external validity. 

It is also important to note that case studies do not exhibit moderate or high internal validity and thus are not responsive to the moderate evidence eligibility requirements for Validation applications, even if presented in combination with studies exhibiting moderate or high internal validity.

13. May an applicant incorporate several strategies into its proposed project for a Validation Grant so long as each of the strategies has moderate evidence? 
The moderate evidence definition refers to studies that support the effectiveness of the proposed practice, strategy, or program. If the proposed intervention is actually a combination of several practices, strategies or programs that only have evidence of effectiveness as implemented in isolation from one another, the modification or adaptation of these existing well‐tested practices, strategies, or programs in combination may weaken the evidence of effectiveness.

In addition, peer reviewers will consider, under Selection Criterion A(3) for Validation grants, the extent to which the proposed project is consistent with the research evidence supporting the proposed project, taking into consideration any differences in context.

14. For Validation Grant applications, must the proposed project be an exact replica of the project cited in the moderate evidence research?

No.  However, Selection Criterion A (Need for the Project) includes a factor pertaining to the importance and magnitude of the effect expected to be obtained by the proposed project.  The extent to which the proposed project is consistent with the research evidence provided by the eligible applicant to support the proposed project is relevant to addressing that factor under Selection Criterion A.  

See FAQ G-2 for additional clarification on the impact that changing or combining strategies may have on the evidence of effectiveness.

15. How does the review process for Development applications differ from Scale-up and Validation?

To be eligible for an award, an application for a Development grant must be supported by a reasonable hypothesis.  This is a different evidence standard than the standards for Scale-up and Validation grant applications and, therefore, requires a different evidence standard eligibility review. 

The evidence eligibility requirement for Development grants includes two key questions: first, whether there is theoretical support for the proposed intervention and second, whether empirical evidence, based on an implementation of that program or something similar, demonstrates promise of the proposed program. Note that the information pertaining to the WWC standard is only applicable to the Scale-up and Validation grants' evidence standards.

For information on the evidence eligibility review, applicants may see the Evidence and Evaluation Webinar PowerPoint on the i3 Web site: http://www2.ed.gov/programs/innovation/resources.html. 

Selection Criterion C (Quality of the Project Evaluation) also is different for the three types of grants under the i3 program (Scale-up, Validation, and Development).  For example, for Scale-up and Validation grant applications, peer reviewers will consider the methods in the proposed project evaluations, but this factor is not included in the criterion for Development grants.  Slides 28-30 of the Evidence and Evaluation Webinar PowerPoint outline the differences in Selection Criterion C for the three types of grants, but applicants are strongly encouraged to review the full selection criteria in the NIAs.

16. For Development Grants, what is the difference between the evidence eligibility requirement and the independent evaluation requirement?
The Development evidence eligibility requirements apply to the prior research and theory supporting the proposed practice, strategy, or program. The requirements include two components: first, a theoretical basis supporting the proposed practice, strategy or program, and second, empirical support of the promise of the proposed practice, strategy, or program (or one that is similar) to improve student outcomes from a prior implementation, albeit on a limited scale or in a limited setting. 

In addition to meeting the evidence eligibility requirements, each funded i3 project must conduct an independent evaluation of the project.  Selection Criterion C(2) indicates that the peer reviewers will consider, among other factors, whether the evaluation:

…will provide sufficient information about the key elements and approach of the project to facilitate further development, replication, or testing in other settings.

17. Can the results from multiple years of annual state and national assessments be used to meet the evidence standard for Development grant applications?

Yes.  However, applicants should ensure that their proposed projects meet both parts of the evidence standard for Development applications (see the response to the previous question).  

18. Should applicants include entire article(s) cited for evidence in Appendix D?  

The Department strongly encourages applicants to include a bibliography of citations for studies to be included in the evidence eligibility review. It would greatly facilitate the review if applicants appended full citations (e.g., entire reports, articles, conference presentations) to Appendix D, but the Department recognizes this will not always be possible given size restrictions for the application.  

It is critical that the cited articles be accessible to the Department when conducting the evidence eligibility review.  Applicants must include in full any documents that are not publicly available or that the Department cannot locate based on a citation alone, such as unpublished studies or any supplementary information that accompanies published studies.

19. In Appendix D, should applicants describe the study/referenced in bibliography?

Applicants may provide a narrative describing the evidence to support the effectiveness or promise of their proposed practice, strategy, or program. However, the evidence eligibility review will be based on a review of the full citations of the studies the applications cite as relevant support for the evidence requirements; it will not be based on the assertions or descriptions of the applicant in any narrative provided.

20. Does any of the evidence included in Appendix D also need to be included in section A.3 of the project narrative?

Appendix D should include all information that is necessary to address the evidence eligibility requirement for the relevant grant type.  Applicants should include all information necessary to completely respond to each selection criterion and factor as part of the narrative response to that selection factor.  Applicants may wish to include information about prior evidence as part of their responses to Selection Criterion A(3).  

21. Is there a page limit for Appendix D?

Appendix D does not have a page limit.  The recommended page limits cited in the NIAs apply to the project narrative.  However, as noted in the application package, the Grants.gov system limits the size of the application and applicants should be aware of the size limitations when creating their applications.

22. Is there an existing list or database of educational studies at each of the evidence levels?

The Department does not maintain a database of studies or interventions that meet the i3 evidence standards. The What Works Clearinghouse (WWC) is working on, but has not yet released, a consolidated list of studies it has reviewed. However, the WWC Web site includes a “Find What Works” tool on the home page that allows users to search for evidence meeting various criteria defined by the user.  It also includes a key-word search feature that allows users to determine whether WWC has reviewed a study.  

Applicants should be aware that studies reviewed by the WWC have been reviewed under specific protocols that, in some cases, will differ from that which will be applied for the i3 evidence reviews.  For example, the WWC protocol used may have focused on outcomes or population groups that differ from those that are relevant for the i3 review in question.  Thus, an intervention or study that the WWC has reviewed and determined as "meets standards" may not necessarily meet the WWC standards as they apply to the i3 review, or vice versa.  Additionally, a study that has not been reviewed by the WWC may still meet the i3 evidence standards.  Applicants should review the evidence standards for the i3 program as defined in the NIAs and the 2010 Notice of Final Priorities (http://www2.ed.gov/programs/innovation/applicant.html) to determine whether the evidence in support of their projects meets the i3 evidence eligibility requirements.

Questions and Answers pertaining to the Evaluation Requirement:

23. Must applicants specify an independent evaluator as part of their application? 

Whether a specific independent evaluator has been selected at the time of application will not, in itself, disadvantage the applicant. However, the quality of the project evaluation will be rated by peer reviewers under Selection Criterion C. Thus, applicants may wish to work with someone knowledgeable about high-quality evaluation plans in preparing their application.

Applicants should note that i3 grantees obtaining goods and services that are necessary to carry out their projects must follow the applicable rules in EDGAR.  A nonprofit organization must follow the regulatory provisions on procurement set out at 34 CFR 74.40-74.48.  A local educational agency or a member of a consortium of schools must follow the rules set out at 34 CFR 80.36.  As explained in the Department’s regulations, a grantee’s procurements must comply with applicable State laws.  i3 grantees must follow these provisions when selecting contractors, including the independent evaluator.
24. Can the Department recommend where we can find well qualified external evaluators?

No, the Department is unable to provide recommendations of independent evaluators.

25. May the same evaluator conduct the required independent evaluation on more than one application?

If the evaluator is independent of all the interventions then it is permissible for that evaluator to work on more than one application or grant.  However, the Department encourages applicants to consider the qualifications of the evaluator.  For example, an evaluator that is very well-qualified to conduct studies for Development grants may not be as qualified to conduct a different type of study for a Scale-up grant (e.g., random assignment study).  Also, applicants should ensure that an evaluator who may work on multiple i3 projects has sufficient time to undertake a well-designed and well-implemented evaluation.

26. What is the definition of an independent evaluation? If intervention is developed in one branch of a large, multi-site R&D institution, can the evaluator be employed in a different unit of the institution?

The NIAs define an independent evaluation as an evaluation that is: 

Designed and carried out independent of, but in coordination with, any employees of the entities who develop a practice, strategy, or program and are implementing it.  This independence helps ensure the objectivity of an evaluation and prevents even the appearance of a conflict of interest.

An autonomous research or evaluation office within an official partner’s organization or other partner’s organization may qualify as an independent evaluator even if the official partner or other partner is responsible for project development or implementation, provided that the research or evaluation office’s reporting of findings and conclusions is not subject to approval by the entities responsible for developing or implementing the project.  

See FAQs H-1 and H-2 for more information.

27. Must independent evaluations for Development grants use experimental designs in order to meet the highest evidence requirements and standards?

All i3 grantees are required to conduct an independent evaluation of their i3 projects.  However, Development grantees are not required to use experimental or quasi-experimental methods.  

A Development grantee that wishes to apply for Validation or Scale-up in the future may choose to use its i3 project evaluation to build the research-based evidence necessary to support a future Validation or Scale-up application.  In that case, the grantee would need to use an evaluation design that would meet the stricter evidence standards of Validation or Scale-up.

28. Is there a required amount or percentage of project funding that applicants must use for the independent evaluation?

Please see FAQ H-5. The Department is not prescribing a particular amount or percentage of funding. However, whether there are sufficient resources allocated for evaluation will be judged by the peer reviewers when they review the quality of the evaluation plan.

29. The evaluation expectations include assessments of implementation and progress. Are there preferred methods/measures for these aspects of the evaluation?

Methods may vary.  Regardless of the methods, assessments of implementation and progress should use measures that align with theory of action or logic model and that are reliable, valid, and not over aligned with the intervention.

30. May applicants include a complete logic model in an appendix because it would take a lot of room in the narrative? Can applicants just refer to the program design that was written previously or must we rewrite in the evaluation section?

Applicants may provide a logic model in the project narrative or appendix of their applications.  It is at the discretion of the applicants to determine what information to provide in the project narrative when responding to the selection criteria.  As noted in this webinar, the Department encourages applicants to create a logic model as the basis for the project evaluation.  However, it is possible that the logic model may also be helpful in explaining the proposed project and applicable to other selection criteria.  Therefore, if an applicant can develop a clear, concise logic model that describes the intervention, the applicant may want to include the logic model in the project narrative to help peer reviewers understand the proposed project.

31. Is it possible to access sample evaluation plans/logic models used by current i3 grantees?

All 49 funded Scale-up, Validation, and Development grant application narratives are posted on the i3 Web site (http://www2.ed.gov/programs/innovation/index.html) under the Awards tab.  These application narratives include the proposed evaluation plans for the i3 grantees.  However, in some instances, proposed evaluation plans have changed subsequent to grant award and may not be appropriate samples for future applicants.
