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The following describes the Department of Education’s rigorous review process of i3 applications. 

ELEMENTS OF THE i3 PROGRAM THAT MAY BE HELPFUL CONTEXT FOR UNDERSTANDING THE i3 REVIEW PROCESS. 

· The purpose of this program is to provide competitive grants to applicants with a record of improving student achievement and attainment in order to expand the implementation of, and investment in, innovative practices that are demonstrated to have an impact on improving student achievement or student growth, closing achievement gaps, decreasing dropout rates, increasing high school graduation rates, or increasing college enrollment and completion rates.

· There are three types of grants – Scale-up (up to $25M and requires strong research evidence in support of the proposed project), Validation (up to $15M and requires moderate research evidence in support of the proposed project), and Development (up to $3M and requires a reasonable hypothesis in support of the proposed project).

· Independent peer reviewers read and scored 587 applications – 14 Scale-up applications, 99 Validation applications, and 474 Development Applications - from a diverse pool of local educational agencies (LEA) and nonprofit organizations that represent 48 states as well as the District of Columbia and Puerto Rico.  A summary of the applications received is available on the i3 Web site at http://www2.ed.gov/programs/innovation/index.html.  Additional information on these applications is available at www.data.ed.gov.    

· We received more than 1,100 resumes and selected approximately 230 peer reviewers – distinguishing between subject matter reviewers and evaluation reviewers.  
· Applications were scored against four selection criteria (for a possible 100 points), and applicants could choose to address up to two of the five competitive preference priorities (for a possible 2 additional points) for each grant type.  Peer reviewers with subject matter expertise determined how well an applicant addressed the competitive preference points identified for scoring and awarded points accordingly. 

· Although we rely on independent peer reviewers to review and score applications, Department staff monitor all panels and conduct several reviews and analyses before awards are made – such as, but not limited to, checking applicants to make sure they meet all of the eligibility requirements; reviewing the proposed budgets to ensure that costs are reasonable, allowable, and necessary; reviewing any requests for reducing the private-sector matching requirement; and reviewing evidence concerning the grantee’s performance under prior Department grant awards and fiscal stability.  Additionally, Institute of Education Sciences (IES) staff worked with expert consultants trained in the What Works Clearinghouse (WWC) standards to review highest-rated Validation and Scale-up applications and provide the Department with an analysis on whether the applications met the relevant evidence eligibility requirements before receiving funding.  IES staff performed a similar function for highest-rated Development applications.
· In addition to the experience they bring to this work, all peer reviewers and panel monitors engaged in mandatory training on the i3 competition structure, priorities, and selection criteria, as well as on the requirements of their role in this federal discretionary grant competition.

The i3 peer review process included multiple steps to maximize the qualifications of the i3 peer reviewer and the quality of the i3 peer review process. The key steps are outlined below.

Select, Assign, and Train Highly Qualified Peer Reviewers
· In early June, the Department posted an open call for peer reviewers on the Department’s Web site. In addition, the Department shared the call for peer reviewers with a large number of peer federal agencies, organizations on a range of Department mailing lists, Hill offices that had previously expressed interest, and a wide range of other sources. Department staff also mentioned the need for peer reviewers during all i3 pre-application meetings and other speaking engagements. Individuals wishing to serve as peer reviewers were directed to e-mail a copy of their current resume along with a completed Peer Reviewer Information Checklist to i3peerreview@ed.gov.  Interested individuals were asked to indicate their relevant experience in either the noted areas of focus of the i3 program (i.e., effective teachers and principals, improving STEM education, high quality standards and assessments, turning around low performing schools, and improving rural achievement) or in educational evaluation; and related attributes and skills important to the i3 competition (i.e., innovation, strategy and growth, and grant review).  We received resumes and Peer Reviewer Information Checklists from more than 1,100 individuals.

· We implemented a multi-step process to review and select highly qualified peer reviewers.  First, Department staff conducted an initial screen and removed all reviewer applicants who reported a direct conflict of interest. Then, two Department staff members independently evaluated each reviewer applicant resume for expertise against the i3 program’s absolute priorities as well as the skills and attributes outlined in the call for reviewers; identified those who were highly qualified; checked for availability; conducted multiple screenings for indirect conflicts of interest of recommended reviewer applicants; and then selected a final list of approximately 230 peer reviewers – representing a diverse range of education practitioners, researchers, evaluators, social entrepreneurs, strategy consultants, and grant makers.  

· We preliminarily assessed all applications received and assigned peer reviewers accordingly.  

· All applications received by the application deadline were screened by Department staff and grouped based on the type of grant (Scale-up, Validation, or Development) under which the applicant submitted its application through Grants.gov and the Absolute Priority identified in the application.  
· For the Validation and Development competitions, groups of applications (“panels”) were created to review applications of only a single absolute priority area (e.g., a panel may have applications only from Absolute Priority 1, focused on improving teacher and principal effectiveness) and reviewers were assigned to a panel in which they had identified expertise. Because of the small number of Scale-up applications, the two Scale-up panels received applications from multiple Absolute Priority areas, and peer reviewers with identified expertise in each of the multiple areas were assigned to these panels. 
· All relevant information from two required forms - the applicant’s Supplemental Information Sheet and SF 424 - was used to check for potential indirect conflicts of interest in assigning peer reviewers to panels and to inform data posted on www.data.ed.gov.  
· Peer reviewers were then notified of their assignments and again asked to check for any potential conflicts of interests with their assigned applications prior to beginning their review.  Where needed, applications were reassigned to eliminate any actual or perceived conflicts of interest that were not previously identified. 

· Peer reviewers received training on the i3 program and their role as peer reviewers.  The Department required that all peer reviewers attend a webinar specifically about outlining the competition for which they would review (i.e., Scale-up, Validation, or Development). Peer reviewers also had access to the orientation materials on a Web site created for peer reviewers. The training covered the role of i3 peer reviewers; provided an overview of the i3 program, including absolute and competitive preference priorities; discussed each selection criterion and all its factors; detailed the actual review process for i3; and provided guidance on scoring applications, writing comments, and using the Department’s G5 system. In addition to this live training, all peer reviewers received, and the Department requested that they review, copies of the relevant Notice Inviting Applications
 and the full i3 Frequently Asked Questions document.
· Department staff were selected to facilitate each panel and the calls. Department staff (“panel monitors”) served as facilitators for discussion amongst peer reviewers. The panel monitors received training similar to the peer reviewers, focused on the purpose of the i3 program, the priorities and selection criteria, and their responsibilities as panel monitors. 
Conduct Peer Review
The i3 peer reviewers assessed how well an applicant addressed the selection criteria outlined in the i3 Notice Inviting Applications for the competition under which they were reviewing by providing written comments as well as numerical scoring. Peer reviewers also determined whether applicants received any competitive preference points for the maximum of two competitive preference priorities they selected.  To maintain a level playing field for all applicants, peer reviewers were directed not to consider any information not included in an applicant’s submission.     
· REVIEW STRUCTURE:  With the exception of Scale-up noted above, panels were organized by absolute priority. Each Scale-up panel reviewed 7 applications, each Validation panel reviewed 7-9 applications, and each Development panel reviewed 9-11 applications, which were randomly assigned after ensuring that reviewers did not review applications from their own state or applications with which they had an indirect conflict of interest.  Peer reviewers had approximately 2 weeks to independently review and preliminarily score applications.  Panel discussions – calls which include all members of a peer review panel and the panel monitor, and are designed to help each reviewer confirm his or her understanding of the information in the application, clarify items in the application that may have inadvertently been missed by the reviewers in their independent review, and ensure that any differences in scores are not the result of reviewer misunderstanding – took place, after which panel monitors reviewed the scores and comments.    

· REVIEW PROCESS:  Three to five independent peer reviewers reviewed each application.  

· Panels of five peer reviewers scored Scale-up and Validation applications in a single tiered review – Three subject matter reviewers scored applications using the three selection criteria focused on subject matter (A (Need for the Project), B (Quality of the Project Design), and D (Quality of the Management Plan and Personnel)) as well as a maximum of two of the competitive preference priorities identified by the applicant, and two evaluation reviewers scored applications using the selection criterion focused on evaluation (C (Quality of the Project Evaluation)).  

· The review of the Development applications consisted of a two tiered review – All Development applications were reviewed in Tier 1 by three subject-matter reviewers against the three selection criteria focused on subject matter (A (Need for the Project), B (Quality of the Project Design), and D (Quality of the Management Plan and Personnel)) as well as a maximum of two of the competitive preference priorities identified by the applicant.  Based on that review, the highest-scoring 20 applications (including applications tied for the 20th highest-score) from each absolute priority area were moved on to Tier 2, where they were reviewed by two evaluation reviewers who scored the selection criterion focused on the project evaluation (C (Quality of the Project Evaluation)). The cutoff scores for moving to Tier 2 differed by Absolute Priority based on the scores that the highest-scoring 20 applications submitted under the Absolute Priority.  Because the Tier 2 review focused on the evaluation plan criterion, applications reviewed as part of Tier 2 were not grouped by absolute priority area.
· The Department provided all applicants with a copy of the suggested point ranges for rating applicant responses to selection criteria in the 2011 i3 Application Package and the pre-application meetings.  The Department also provided the same suggested point ranges to the peer reviewers to help them center their scores consistently. Peer reviewer training also included instructions to peer reviewers to use the entire available scoring range, to the extent appropriate, to differentiate between applications of differing quality. However, while the Department provided this guidance, the panel calls assist peer reviewers in ensuring that they understand each application, and panel monitors worked with peer reviewers to ensure they provided comments to justify scores, peer reviewers have wide latitude to determine their own scores.
Confirm Eligibility and Complete Internal Diligence 

· CONFIRM ELIGIBILITY:  Applicants were reviewed for eligibility by Department staff before being publicly named as a highest-rated applicant.  In order to be eligible to receive an i3 grant, applicants must meet the following eligibility requirements:
· Applicant Status – demonstrate that the applicant is either an LEA or a partnership made up of a  nonprofit organization, which may include an institution of higher education (IHE), and one or more LEAs or a consortium of schools;     

· Student Focus – the application proposes to implement practices, strategies, or programs for high-need students (as defined in the Notice Inviting Applications);
· Historical Success – an LEA applying on its own must demonstrate that it:  (a) closed achievement gaps or improved achievement for all groups of students, and (b) achieved significant improvement in other areas; or, a partnership involving a nonprofit organization , must demonstrate that the nonprofit organization has a record of significantly improving student achievement, attainment, or retention through its record of work with an LEA or schools;
· Absolute Priorities – address one of the absolute priorities; and
· Evidence – meet the research evidence requirement of the type of grant for which the applicant applied (i.e., strong evidence for Scale-up grants, moderate evidence for Validation grants, and a reasonable hypothesis for Development grants).
In addition:

· Award Cap – applicants may not receive more than two new i3 grant awards in a single year or i3 funds greater than $55M in new i3 grant awards in a single year, and, in any two-year period, no grantee may receive more than one new Scale-up or Validation grant award; and
· Exclusion of substantially different applications – applicants may not receive funding for two grants under the same i3 grant category (i.e. Scale-up, Validation, or Development) unless the applications are substantially different.
· REVIEW BUDGETS:  Prior to awarding the grants, Department staff will review all proposed budgets to make sure that only reasonable, allowable, and necessary expenses – as outlined in Department requirements – are included in project budgets.  Expenses that do not adhere to these requirements will be excluded from total award amounts.

· MATCHING REQUIREMENT:  As stated in the Notices Inviting Applications (NIAs), the Secretary may consider decreasing the matching requirement in the most exceptional circumstances, on a case-by-case basis.  An eligible applicant that anticipated being unable to meet the matching requirement must have included in its application a request to the Secretary to reduce the matching level requirement, along with a statement of the basis for the request.  The Department reviewed the requests from the highest-rated applicants and did not approve any requests to reduce the matching requirement.  

· ASSESS APPLICANT COMPETENCE, RESPONSIBILITY, AND PAST PERFORMANCE:  Department staff will also, where appropriate, consider the following factors in determining an applicant’s ability to carry out the grant:  its financial stability; previous experience; adequacy of its internal, fiscal, and administrative controls; and prior performance under other Department grants. 

Name the Highest-Rated Applicants

· Under the i3 2011 competition, each of the five absolute priorities constitutes its own funding category.  As stated in the NIAs, the Secretary intends to award grants under each absolute priority for which applications of sufficient quality are submitted.  Consistent with the NIAs, to ensure that the i3 competition funded projects in all of the key areas of reform identified by the competition’s absolute priorities, the Department generated a rank-order list of the peer reviewers' raw scores and considered the applications under each absolute priority area separately when making decisions about highest-rated applications.  The Department received many more high-quality applications than it is able to fund.  In some cases, the highest-rated application(s) in one absolute priority scored lower than an application(s) in another priority area that was not among the highest rated applications in that other priority area. The Department decided to fund approximately equal numbers of applications in each core area of need, as identified by the absolute priorities, and as a result high-scoring applications in some absolute priority areas are not identified as highest-rated because they did not score as highly as other applications in the same absolute priority area.  All of the highest-rated applicants submitted high-quality applications, as determined by the peer reviewers.
· NAME THE HIGHEST-RATED APPLICANTS:  Following confirmation of eligibility and completion of internal diligence, we will name a group of highest-rated applicants.  Highest-rated applicants will be announced publicly on November 10, 2011 and these applicants will have approximately 4 weeks to secure the required private sector match and provide the Department with documentation supporting they have done so by December 9, 2011.  The level of the required private-sector match is based on the amount of Federal funding requested in the grant application and varies depending on the type of grant under which the application was submitted:
· For Scale-up grants, an eligible applicant must obtain matching funds or in-kind donations from the private sector equal to at least 5 percent of its grant award.
· For Validation grants, an eligible applicant must obtain matching funds or in-kind donations from the private sector equal to at least 10 percent of its grant award.
· For Development grants, an eligible applicant must obtain matching funds or in-kind donations from the private sector equal to at least 15 percent of its grant award.
· CONFIRM FULFILLMENT OF MATCHING REQUIREMENT:  Following receipt of documentation from the highest-rated applicants that the matching requirement has been met, the Department will confirm that applicants have secured their required match.  
Announce, Monitor, and Support  i3 Grantees  Moving Forward

· ANNOUNCE i3 GRANTEES:  Upon confirmation that highest-rated applicants have met their obligation to provide evidence of the required match, the Department will notify Congress to share results before notifying applicants and publicly naming i3 awardees.  i3 grantees will be announced by December 31, 2011.

· TRANSPARANCY:  Consistent with the process followed in the 2010 i3 competition, the Department plans on posting the project narrative sections of all submitted Scale-up applications, the project narratives of all highest-rated Validation and Development applications, as well as the technical review forms of all highest-rated applications on the i3 Web site.

· MONITOR AND SUPPORT i3 GRANTEES MOVING FORWARD:  All i3 grantees will be monitored and supported by a team of committed Department staff throughout the course of their award.  All i3 grantees are required to participate in communities of practice, to cooperate with any evaluation and technical assistance provided by the Department, and to conduct a rigorous evaluation of its funded i3 project.  Regular project director meetings, as well as other targeted support, will be provided to help i3 grantees, the Department, and the public better understand the progress, impact, and findings of work funded by this program.  

APPENDIX A:  CONFLICT OF INTEREST POLICY AND PROCEDURES

Overview.  At the Department, peer reviewers for discretionary grants programs serve as contractors and are not considered Department employees.  Therefore, peer reviewers are not subject to the same conflict of interest laws and regulations applicable to Executive branch employees.  The Department’s policies and procedures to address peer reviewer conflicts of interest serve as the framework for the plan developed for the i3 competition.  This plan is designed to enable the Department to have expert peer reviewers while ensuring a high level of objectivity and integrity in the review. 

Direct Conflicts of Interest.  No individual who has a direct conflict of interest will be permitted to serve as a peer reviewer in the i3 competition.  An individual has a direct conflict of interest if: 

1. The individual’s financial interests were affected by the outcome of the Investing in Innovation competition; 

2. An individual helped prepare an Investing in Innovation application, even if he or she has no financial interest in the outcome of that application; 

3. An individual has agreed to serve as an employee or consultant, or otherwise provide assistance or advice, on any project for which funding is being sought in any Investing in Innovation application, or has been offered the opportunity to do so, and has not yet accepted or declined. 

Indirect Conflicts of Interest.  An individual who has an indirect conflict of interest may be permitted to serve as a peer reviewer in the i3 competition if the conditions discussed later in this section are met.  A reviewer has an indirect conflict of interest if any of the following individuals or organizations has a personal financial interest in the outcome of the competition: 

1. The reviewer’s spouse, his or her child, a member of his or her household, or any relative with whom he or she has a close relationship; 

2. Any employer the reviewer has served within the last 12 months; a business partner; an organization the reviewer has served as an officer, director, or trustee within the last 12 months; or an organization that he or she serves as an active volunteer; 

3. Any person or organization with whom the reviewer is negotiating for, or has an arrangement concerning, future employment; or 

4. Any professional associate – including any colleague, scientific mentor, or student – with whom the reviewer is currently conducting research or other professional activities, or with whom the reviewer has conducted such activities within the last 12 months.

Indirect Conflict of Interest Policy for Scale-Up Grants.  The Department decided not to allow an individual who has an indirect conflict to serve as a peer reviewer for Scale-Up grants.

Indirect Conflict of Interest Policy for Validation and Development Grants.   Due to the volume of applications under review and the structure of the panel review in the Validation and Development categories, the Department decided to allow an individual who has an indirect conflict to serve as a peer reviewer for Validation and Development grants if the following conditions were met: 

1. The individual will not be assigned to review any application submitted by his or her employer, nor anyone for whom he or she serves as a consultant;

2. The individual will not be assigned to review applications submitted by applicants located in his or her State;

3. The individual will not serve on the panel assigned to review the application giving rise to the conflict of interest;

4. The individual will not attend any panel meetings during which that application is discussed; and

5. The individual will not serve as a panel chairperson.

APPENDIX B:  i3 PROGRAM PRIORITIES and SELECTION CRITERIA

Absolute Priorities.  Applicants for all types of grants must select one of the four absolute priorities against which their application will be reviewed:

· Absolute Priority 1:  Innovations that Support Effective Teachers and Principals 

· Absolute Priority 2:  Promoting Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM) Education

· Absolute Priority 3:  Innovations that Complement the Implementation of High Standards and High-Quality Assessments 

· Absolute Priority 4:  Innovations that Turn Around Persistently Low-performing Schools 

· Absolute Priority 5:  Improving Achievement and High School Graduation Rates (Rural Local Educational Agencies)

Competitive Preference Priorities.  Applicants could identify a maximum of two competitive preference priorities from the following competitive preference priorities for the purposes of earning competitive preference points.  All competitive preference priorities were worth up to one point, awarded by each peer reviewer as all-or-nothing: 

· Competitive Preference Priority 6:  Innovations for Improving Early Learning Outcomes
· Competitive Preference Priority 7:  Innovations that Support College Access and Success 

· Competitive Preference Priority 8:  Innovations to Address the Unique Needs of Students with Disabilities and Limited English Proficient Students
· Competitive Preference Priority 9:  Improving Productivity
· Competitive Preference Priority 10:  Technology
Selection Criteria.  Peer reviewers use essentially the same selection criteria across all grant types, but will weight criteria differently in each competition.  The following table lists the selection criteria and summarizes the points per selection criteria by grant type:  
Table 1: Summary of Selection Criteria Points by i3 Grant Competition
	Selection Criteria
	Scale-up grants
	Validation grants
	Development grants

	A.  Need for the Project 
	30
	25
	35

	B.  Quality of the Project Design
	30
	25
	25

	C.  Quality of the Project Evaluation
	20
	25
	20

	D.  Quality of the Management Plan and Personnel
	20
	25
	20

	Total Points 
	100
	100
	100


For a detailed description of each selection criteria and its related sub-factors, please see the i3 Notice Inviting Applications (NIA), available online at:
· Scale-up NIA – http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/FR-2011-06-03/pdf/2011-13592.pdf
· Validation NIA – http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/FR-2011-06-03/pdf/2011-13594.pdf
· Development NIA – http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/FR-2011-06-03/pdf/2011-13596.pdf
� See Appendix A for information on the Department's conflict of interest screening.


� See Appendix B for a list of the competition priorities and selection criteria.
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