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U.S. Department of Education

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services

Washington, D.C. 

5/10/2012
Purpose of the Race to the Top – Early Learning Challenge 
Grantee Frequently Asked Questions

The purpose of this frequently asked questions (FAQs) document is to provide information to grantees about implementing the Race to the Top – Early Learning Challenge program. The U.S. Department of Education (ED) and the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) (the Departments) are jointly administering RTT-ELC. This guidance provides the Departments’ interpretation of various statutory provisions and does not impose any requirements beyond those included in the Department of Defense and Full-Year Continuing Appropriations Act, 2011; the RTT-ELC notice inviting applications (NIA); and other applicable laws and regulations. In addition, it does not create or confer any rights for or on any person.

The Departments will provide additional or updated program guidance as necessary on the RTT-ELC Web site, www.ed.gov/programs/racetothetop-earlylearningchallenge. If you have further questions that are not answered here, please email RTT.Early.Learning.Challenge@ed.gov.
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A. Grant Administration

A-1. 
How will ED and HHS monitor grants? How will grantees need to monitor their subrecipients?  

As stated in the RTT-ELC notice inviting applications, ED and HHS will monitor each State’s progress in meeting its goals, timelines, budget requirements, and annual targets and in fulfilling other applicable RTT-ELC requirements. Monitoring by ED and HHS will include reviewing grantee performance documentation and subrecipient monitoring plans, engaging in ongoing communications with each grantee, holding conference calls, and conducting regular onsite reviews. 
In addition, grantees must monitor localities, Early Learning Intermediary Organizations, Participating Programs, and other partners, including community- and faith-based organizations that receive grant funds. Within 180 calendar days from the grant award (June 30, 2012), grantees must submit plans, protocols, and schedules for how they will monitor these subrecipients of RTT-ELC funds (see grant condition L). ED and HHS will provide guidance and technical assistance to grantees as they develop their subrecipient monitoring plans and the finalized plans will be posted on the RTT-ELC web site. ED and HHS will establish a monitoring plan and protocol that we will share with all grantees at least one month prior to the June 30, 2012 deadline for subrecipient monitoring plans. 
A-2. 
What activities are grantees required to complete during the grant period?

RTT-ELC grantees and Participating State Agencies (PSAs) are responsible for implementing their submitted scopes of work consistent with their approved budgets, and meeting the timelines in their scopes of work. RTT-ELC funds may be used only for activities included in a State’s approved grant application, unless otherwise approved by ED.
In the event that ED determines that a grantee is not meeting its goals, timelines, budget requirements, or annual targets; is carrying out unallowable activities; or is not fulfilling other applicable requirements; ED will take appropriate enforcement action, which could include any of the enforcement measures that are set forth in 34 CFR 80.43 in the Education Department General Administrative Regulations (EDGAR). These include withholding funds, disallowing costs, or exercising any available legal remedy, such as putting the grantee on reimbursement payment status.
A-3. 
How may a State request a change to its RTT-ELC plan or budget?

As a condition of receiving an RTT-ELC grant, each RTT-ELC State agreed to implement all of the activities and meet the timelines outlined in its application, scope of work, and budget. As such, each RTT-ELC State will be held accountable for implementing its plan. We recognize, however, that there may come a time when a grantee may need to revise its plan due to unforeseen circumstances in order to keep on its path of reform and improve child outcomes. 
The grantor has the authority to approve amendments to a grantee’s RTT-ELC application, scope of work, and budget. Grantees may propose revisions to goals, activities, timelines, budgets, or annual targets, provided that the following conditions are met:

• 
The revisions do not result in the grantee’s failure to comply with the terms and conditions of the award and the program’s statutory and regulatory provisions; 

• 
The revisions do not change the overall scope and objectives of the approved proposal; and

• 
The grantor and the grantee mutually agree in writing to such revisions. 

A grantee must request an amendment for proposed revisions that constitute a substantial change in activities from the approved grant project; budgetary changes that exceed $500,000 of the current approved budget, including transfers among direct cost categories (e.g., personnel, travel, equipment) and among separately-budgeted programs, projects, functions, or activities; and changes to the list of Participating State Agencies.

A grantee must submit any proposed amendment in writing to its project officer. When submitting an amendment, a grantee must provide information regarding the grant project area that would be affected by the change, a description of the requested change, an impact statement regarding the potential effect of the requested change on the grantee’s performance measures and outcome goals, budget documentation, and the signature of the payee (e.g., Lead Agency representative). Grantees must submit amendment requests prior to implementing any changes to grant projects or budgets. Additional information on the amendment submission procedures and requirements will be available on the RTT-ELC webpage.

ED and HHS plan to post any approved amendments on the RTT-ELC webpage, along with the State’s rationale for the approved changes.
A-4. 
Are private, including faith-based, early childhood programs required to participate in the RTT-ELC program? 
No. The RTT-ELC competition requirements did not mandate or require the participation of private or faith-based early learning providers that do not accept Federal funding or did not choose to participate in a State's RTT-ELC program. 
The RTT-ELC grant program is a voluntary competitive grant program. There is no requirement that a State develop a Tiered Quality Rating and Improvement System (TQRIS) that applies to all early learning programs in the State or that States license or regulate all early learning programs. In addition, the competition was designed so that States that exempt faith-based providers from their licensing and inspection systems were not disadvantaged in any way in the scoring of their applications, and States selected for funding are not required to change their approach to faith-based providers. As noted in the RTT-ELC notice inviting applications and in the pre-award FAQs, faith-based organizations operating early learning and care programs are eligible to receive RTT-ELC funds from a State on the same basis as other entities providing early learning and care services in the State. However, while RTT-ELC funds may not be used to support explicitly religious activities as detailed in 34 CFR  75.52(d) and 34 CFR 80.36(j), faith-based organizations, whether or not they participate in the State’s RTT-ELC program, retain their independence, autonomy, right of expression, religious character, and authority over their governance.
B. 
General Program Information

B-10. 
What is the timeline for obligating and expending RTT-ELC funds?

Grantees must complete all activities outlined in their approved applications and obligate all RTT-ELC funds by the end of the four-year grant period that began on January 1, 2012. Grantees will have 90 days after the end of their project period to liquidate funds (see 34 CFR 80.23(b)). 

Please note that RTT-ELC grantees may be eligible to be reimbursed for pre-award costs from the date their awards were announced, which was December 16, 2011.

G. 
Budget and Uses of Funds
G-1b.
Is subgranting permitted under this grant? (Clarifies FAQ G-1, issued on September 12, 2011 and FAQ G-1a, issued on October 3, 2011).
As noted in the original answers to FAQs G-1 and G-1a, States initially were not permitted to subgrant funds under this program. However, the fiscal year 2012 Appropriations Act (P.L. 112-74), enacted into law on December 23, 2011, specifically provided that a State may make subgrants to public or private agencies and organizations under the RTT-ELC program. As a result, the Lead State Agency and Participating State Agencies may, consistent with the State’s approved  plan, distribute funds to localities and other entities through memoranda of understanding, interagency agreements, contracts, other mechanisms authorized by State procurement laws, or subgrants. As always, a State’s laws and procedures govern subawards. P.L. 112-74 does not require grantees to make subgrants; it simply provides grantees with this additional mechanism for distributing RTT-ELC funds, so long as awarding subgrants is consistent with State law and does not result in a change of the scope or objectives of the grant.  
G-11.
 What are the rules that govern the amount of RTT-ELC funds that a grantee (including its PSAs) or subrecipient may draw down at any one time? 
A State must have an effective system for managing the flow of funds that ensures funds may be drawn down as needed to pay program costs and that also minimizes the time that elapses between the transfer of the funds and their disbursement by the grantee or subrecipient, in accordance with U.S. Treasury regulations at 31 CFR 205 (see 34 CFR 80.21(b)). When advances are made by letter of credit or electronic transfer of funds, the grantee must make drawdowns of grant funds as close as possible to the time of disbursement and must ensure that PSAs adhere to a similar standard. Grantees and subrecipients must promptly, but at least quarterly, remit to ED any interest earned on advances (34 CFR 80.21(i)). Additionally, as required by 34 CFR 80.20 and OMB Cost Circular A-87, a grantee must keep adequate records of all salaries and wages charged to the grant. ED will take appropriate actions against grantees and subrecipients that fail to comply with these requirements.

G-12. 
How must a grantee account for RTT-ELC funds? 

Consistent with 34 CFR 80.20(a), each grantee must expend and account for grant funds in accordance with State laws and procedures and, among other things, maintain fiscal control and accounting procedures sufficient to permit the tracing of grant funds to a level of expenditures adequate to establish that such funds have been used for allowable costs. Similarly, each grantee must ensure that its PSAs adhere to this same standard and that all grant and PSA costs incurred using grant funds are necessary and reasonable.  
As such, a grantee must not commingle grant funds with other funds under control of the grantee, even if such other funds are used for similar purposes. Allowable activities may be funded from multiple funding sources; however, grantees must ensure that funds are accounted for separately. In this context, commingling means combining funds without maintaining separate accounting records for each funding source. The burden of proof is on the grantee to establish that any grant costs incurred are necessary and reasonable.

G-13. 
How may a grantee use the $400,000 set aside for technical assistance? 

Grantees may use the TA set-aside funds for travel expenses to meetings held by ED and HHS. Grantees must continue to hold these funds in reserve pending further guidance from ED and HHS in the near future on additional uses of these funds. These funds may not be used to provide technical assistance to local early learning programs and other stakeholders.
G-14.
May a grantee use RTT-ELC funds to pay for activities (such as increasing access to and improving the quality of Early Learning and Development Programs) that were funded by another program prior to the State receiving an RTT-ELC grant?  
Yes, however RTT-ELC funds must be used only to supplement, and not supplant, any Federal, State, or local funds that in the absence of the funds awarded under an RTT-ELC grant, would be available for increasing access to and improving the quality of Early Learning and Development Programs. In no case may RTT-ELC funds be used to 
supplant--i.e., take the place of--funds from Federal, State or local sources available for these purposes. Unlike many supplement, not supplant provisions, a grantee cannot use RTT-ELC funds to supplant other Federal funds. It is important to remember that all RTT-ELC funds must be used in accordance with an approved State Plan.
G-15. 
Are there any specific matching or maintenance-of-effort requirements for this program?  

No. There are no matching or maintenance-of-effort requirements for RTT-ELC. However, as stated in FAQ G-14 and in RTT-ELC program requirement (J) in the notice inviting applications, funds made available under an RTT-ELC grant must be used to supplement, not supplant, any Federal, State, or local funds for activities such as increasing access to and improving the quality of Early Learning and Development Programs. If a State is using funds from another funding source to support elements of its RTT-ELC plan, the State must comply with all applicable requirements associated with that funding source, including any match or maintenance-of-effort requirements. 
In addition, each RTT-ELC State will be responsible for implementing its high quality State plan, including meeting its stated goals for maintaining or expanding the number and percentage of Children with High Needs served by Early Learning and Development Programs in the State.   While there is no specific maintenance-of-effort requirement for this program, we strongly encourage States during and after the grant period not only to implement with fidelity, but to sustain and build on the strengths of their existing programs, improve quality and ultimately deliver a coordinated set of services and experiences that support young children’s success in school and beyond.  

I. Transparency, Accountability, Reporting, and Other Obligations

I-5. 
What are the reporting requirements for RTT-ELC?

A State receiving RTT-ELC funds must submit an annual report that includes, in addition to the standard elements, a description of the State’s progress to date on its goals, on meeting its timelines, and on its adherence to budgets, as well as a description of actual performance compared to the annual targets the State established in its application with respect to each performance measure. For more details, see the reporting requirement published in the notice inviting applicants. We will provide additional information and technical assistance on completing the annual report at a later date. 

I-6. 
What are the reporting requirements for the Federal Funding Accountability and Transparency Act (FFATA) and the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA)? 

For new Federal grants as of October 1, 2010, if the initial award is equal to or more than $25,000, reporting of subaward and executive compensation data under FFATA is required. Grantees, referred to as “prime awardees,” must report using the FFATA Subaward Reporting System (FSRS), and must, therefore, register in FSRS. The key FFATA data reporting elements are: name of entity receiving award; amount of award; funding agency; Catalog of Federal Domestic Assistance (CFDA) program number for grants; program source; award title; and location of the entity. To facilitate subaward reporting, the prime awardee must report information related to a subaward by the end of the month following the month the subaward or obligation was made. Similarly, the prime awardee must report the subawardee’s executive compensation data by the end of the month following the month the award or obligation was made. Additional information about FFATA reporting is available on the FSRS website at:  https://www.fsrs.gov/, which includes links to FFATA FAQs and the Office of Management and Budget Guidance on FFATA. 
Unlike Phase I and Phase II grantees under the Race to the Top State Competition, RTT-ELC grantees do not need to meet the reporting requirements that apply to ARRA-funded programs, such as quarterly reports under section 1512(c) of the ARRA (ARRA Division A, Section 1512(c)). 
J. 
Resources and Information

J-2. 
Whom should a grantee contact with questions related to its RTT-ELC grant?  

Each State has been assigned a project officer at ED. The project officer will work closely with staff from both ED and HHS to ensure that questions are answered in a timely manner and that grants are effectively and efficiently managed. The first contact for questions related to a State’s RTT-ELC grant should always be the assigned project officer. 
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