Race to the Top –Early Learning Challenge
Phase 2
Guidance and Frequently Asked Questions for Applicants 
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U.S. Department of Education

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services

Washington, D.C. 

September 14, 2012
	Purpose of the Guidance

The purpose of this guidance is to provide information about Phase 2 of the Race to the Top – Early Learning Challenge (RTT-ELC) 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 Phase 2 RTT-ELC notice inviting applications (NIA) and notice of final priorities (NFP); 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.



A. Phase 2 RTT-ELC Eligibility and Grant Award Amounts
A-1
Who is eligible to apply for Phase 2 of the Race to the Top – Early Learning Challenge program (Phase 2 RTT-ELC)?

Eligible applicants for the Phase 2 RTT-ELC award process are those States that applied for funding under the fiscal year (FY) 2011 RTT-ELC competition and received approximately 75 percent or more of the available points, but did not receive grant awards under that competition.  Therefore, only the States of Colorado, Illinois, New Mexico, Oregon, and Wisconsin (hereafter "eligible applicants") are eligible to apply for Phase 2 RTT-ELC awards.

Eligible applicants should note that the eligibility requirements established in the FY 2011 notice inviting applications apply to Phase 2 RTT-ELC (76 FR 53564).  Specifically, eligible applicants must meet the following requirements in order to be eligible to receive funds under this program:

(a) The Lead Agency must have executed with each Participating State Agency (PSA) a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) or other binding agreement, which the State must attach to its application, describing the PSA’s level of participation in implementing the grant.  At a minimum, the MOU must include an assurance that each PSA agrees to use, to the extent applicable—

(i) 
A set of statewide Early Learning and Development Standards;

(ii) 
A set of statewide Program Standards;

(iii) 
A statewide Tiered Quality Rating and Improvement System; and

(iv) 
A statewide Workforce Knowledge and Competency Framework and progression of credentials.

(b) The State must have an operational State Advisory Council on Early Care and Education that meets the requirements described in section 642B(b) of the Head Start Act (42 U.S.C. 9837b).

(c) The State must have submitted to HHS in FY 2010 an updated Maternal, Infant, and Early Childhood Home Visiting program (MIECHV) State plan and an FY 2011 application for formula funding under the MIECHV program (see section 511 of Title V of the Social Security Act, as added by section 2951 of the Affordable Care Act of 2010 (Pub. L. 111-148)).

A-2
How have the Phase 2 RTT-ELC grant sizes been determined?

From the $550 million appropriated for Race to the Top in FY 2012 (Title III of Division F of Public Law 112-74, the Consolidated Appropriations Act, 2012), the Departments have made available $133 million for awards to the next five highest scoring applicants from the FY 2011 RTT-ELC competition, each of which received approximately 75 percent or more of the available points under the competition.  This amount will fund each of the five applications at 50 percent of the original request level.  While $133 million can support only a selection of the activities in the plans submitted by the next highest scoring States in the FY 2011 RTT-ELC competition, the Secretaries believe that supporting high-scoring applicants that did not receive funding under the FY 2011 competition at 50 percent of the amount they applied for in FY 2011 will help build on the momentum from the FY 2011 competition.
B. Phase 2 RTT-ELC Application Requirements

B-1.
What must an eligible applicant include in its plan and budget?  

The Phase 2 RTT-ELC application package includes a detailed checklist of the components that applicants must submit.  A complete submission must include: 

(a) A Phase 2 RTT-ELC application, consistent with the applicant’s FY 2011 RTT-ELC application, that--

(1)  Meets the application requirements described in the Application Requirements section of the Phase 2 RTT-ELC Notice Inviting Applications (NIA) published in the Federal Register on September 20, 2012; and 

(2)  Provides the assurances described in the Application Assurances section of the Phase 2 RTT-ELC NIA; and 

(b) For review and approval by both Departments, a detailed plan and budget describing the activities selected from the applicant’s FY 2011 RTT-ELC application that would be implemented with Phase 2 RTT-ELC funding, in accordance with the Budget Requirements section in the Phase 2 RTT-ELC NIA. 

B-2.
How does an eligible applicant decide what parts of its FY 2011 RTT-ELC application to implement with the reduced funding amount?

As described in paragraph (a) of the Application Requirements section of the Phase 2 RTT-ELC NIA , eligible applicants must address all of the activities described in their FY 2011 applications' Core Area A(3)(a)(1), Core Area B, and Competitive Preference Priority 2.  In addition, each eligible applicant must select activities from two or more of the three Focused Investment Areas C, D, and E, and the activities must be responsive to one or more of the FY 2011 RTT-ELC selection criteria under the Focused Investment Areas chosen by the applicant.  Eligible applicants may implement additional activities proposed under more than one selection criterion within each Focused Investment Area.  In determining which selection criteria to address given the amount of available funds under Phase 2 RTT-ELC, each eligible applicant must consider those activities that will have the greatest impact on improving access to high-quality early learning programs for children with high needs. 

In light of the reduced funding available, eligible applicants may make adjustments in the scope of services proposed in their FY 2011 application to meet selection criteria in Core Area A(3)(a)(1), Core Area B, Competitive Preference Priority 2, and the areas selected from Focused Investment Areas C, D, and E.  For example, an applicant may propose to serve fewer programs or regions of the State than it proposed to serve in its FY 2011 RTT-ELC application.  Where making adjustments, each eligible applicant must provide a detailed explanation of its rationale for each adjustment and also must amend the targets in Tables B(2)(c) and B(4)(c)(1-2) of its FY 2011 RTT-ELC application, as needed (in addition to the requirement to amend Tables in A(1) described in Question #B-5).  These adjustments may not diminish the program’s impact on improving access to high-quality early learning programs for children with high needs.  In addition, where the scope of work is adjusted by targeting specific regions in the State, the activities must be consistent across regions.  In making these adjustments, the Departments strongly encourage eligible applicants to consider how to use other appropriate Federal, State, private, and local resources to support their selected activities. 

B-3
The application requirements state that no new activities may be funded in Phase 2 RTT-ELC.  What if an eligible applicant needs to make changes to the activities proposed in its FY 2011 application due to actions taken in the last year?  

Eligible applicants must select key activities from their FY 2011 applications.  In light of the 50 percent reduction in funding available under Phase 2 RTT-ELC, a State may adjust the scope of budget, timelines, and performance measures of those selected activities.  In so doing, a State may, in fact, modify some strategies or tactics to implement an activity from its FY 2011 application in order to accomplish a stated goal.  A State is not permitted, however, to use Phase 2 RTT-ELC funds for activities that were not included in its FY 2011 application because the applications of the five eligible States were reviewed, scored, and ranked through the Departments’ FY 2011 RTT-ELC peer-review process.  It would be inconsistent with that review process to allow applicants to introduce new activities in place of those activities that were proposed in their 2011 applications.  For example, creating an entirely new project to address one of the selection criteria would be a new activity, while changes in the number of regions to be served or subgrants awarded would be allowable adjustments.  As described in Question #B-2, when making adjustments, applicants must consider those activities that will have the greatest impact on improving access to high-quality early learning programs for children with high needs, and should also consider how to use other appropriate resources to support their selected activities.  The Departments will provide technical assistance to applicants on what constitutes a “new activity” rather than an adjustment to the scope of an activity included in a State’s FY 2011 RTT-ELC application.   
B-4.
What will happen if the Departments determine that a State has selected activities for funding that are not consistent with what the State proposed in its FY 2011 RTT-ELC application?

The Departments interpret the authority provided in the Consolidated Appropriations Act of 2012 to make Phase 2 RTT-ELC awards “on the basis of previously submitted applications” as limiting the activities that the Departments may fund under Phase 2 RTT-ELC to those that each State included in its FY 2011 application.  While the Departments recognize that the reduced funding available under Phase 2 RTT-ELC will likely require adjustments to the scope of the budget, timelines, and performance targets for key activities selected for funding under Phase 2 RTT-ELC, eligible States must select activities from their FY 2011 applications for funding under Phase 2 RTT-ELC.  If the Departments determine that a State’s Phase 2 RTT-ELC application includes activities for funding that were not included in its FY 2011 application, those activities will not be funded.  The Departments will work with the State to make any necessary adjustments.  Program staff may request revisions to address concerns related to the nature of activities proposed in a State's Phase 2 RTT-ELC application or the feasibility of activity implementation, or to maximize the use of available funds.  The Departments will make the final determination about whether a State’s overall application meets the requirements of Phase 2 RTT-ELC and will be funded.

B-5.
  In assurance (b), what does it mean for a State to maintain the commitments described in criterion A(1) in its FY 2011 RTT-ELC application? 

In their FY 2011 applications, applicants described current and previous funding for early learning programs in their States in selection criterion A(1).  They also described current State policies, programs, and legislation supporting early learning and received up to 20 points for this section.  The Departments strongly encourage States to maintain those commitments.  However, the Departments recognize that some changes in State legislation and funding may have occurred since States submitted their FY 2011 applications and we are therefore asking eligible applicants to explain any substantial changes in State policies, programs, or legislation in their Phase 2 RTT-ELC applications.  For instance, if in its FY 2011 RTT-ELC application a State described a law supporting State-funded preschool, the State would need to explain if that law has been strengthened, weakened, or repealed.  To meet this assurance, applicants must also resubmit Tables 1-5 from section A(1) of the FY 2011 application so as to include FY 2012 data and update Tables 6-13, if any of the information provided in those tables in FY 2011 is now incorrect. Each State must maintain the commitments described in section A(1) in a manner that is consistent with its updated tables.  
B-6.
May PSAs that previously signed on to a State’s FY 2011 application withdraw their participation in a State’s Phase 2 RTT-ELC application? 

The following State agencies were required PSAs for FY 2011 RTT-ELC and remain required PSAs for Phase 2 RTT-ELC:  the agencies that administer or supervise the administration of the Child Care and Development Fund (CCDF), section 619 of part B of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), and part C of IDEA programs, State-funded preschool, home visiting, Title I of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 (ESEA), as amended, the Head Start State Collaboration Grant, and the Title V Maternal and Child Care Block Grant, as well as the State Advisory Council on Early Childhood Education and Care, the State’s Child Care Licensing Agency, and the State educational agency. These agencies must participate in implementation of a State’s Phase 2 RTT-ELC award, although, as described in Question #B-2, applicants may make adjustments in the scopes of services provided due to the reduced funding available.  
On the other hand, a non-required PSA that previously committed to participate under a State’s FY 2011 application may elect not to participate in Phase 2 RTT-ELC.  Given the reduced funding under Phase 2 RTT-ELC and likely adjustments to project scopes, we understand that some non-required PSAs may decide not to participate and may not be needed.  For example, a non-required PSA may have been primarily involved in an activity that the State will choose not to conduct in light of the reduced funding amount.  However, States’ Phase 2 RTT-ELC applications should explain any instances where a non-required PSA has withdrawn from participation and how the withdrawal will affect the State's implementation of the grant.  
B-7. 
Must States that are applying for Phase 2 RTT-ELC awards obtain new Memoranda of Understanding from PSAs?  Must States resubmit letters of support from stakeholders? 
Under paragraph (f) of the Application Requirements, States must submit updated Memoranda of Understanding from all PSAs with their Phase 2 RTT-ELC applications.  States do not need to resubmit letters of support.  

C. Application Process and Grants Management 
C-1. 
Who will review the Phase 2 RTT-ELC applications? 

Program staff from both Departments will review the Phase 2 RTT-ELC applications and will conduct budget reviews.   Phase 2 RTT-ELC is not a competition and States will be submitting applications that are consistent with the content of their FY 2011 RTT-ELC applications (which have already been peer-reviewed), so no additional peer review will be needed.

C-2.  
Will the Departments announce the States that submit Phase 2 RTT-ELC applications?  

Yes, shortly after the deadline for the submission of Phase 2 RTT-ELC applications (insert deadline once NIA is published), the Departments will announce and post on the RTT-ELC Web site, the States that submitted applications.  

C-3.
When will the Departments post the Phase 2 RTT-ELC applications on the program Web site? 
We will post all applications submitted by the eligible States once the appropriate redactions have been completed. Therefore, please limit the personally identifiable information, proprietary information, or other non-public information that you include in your application.

C-4. 
What is the timeline for obligating and spending Phase 2 RTT-ELC funds? 

The Departments must obligate all funds to States no later than December 31, 2012.  Once States have submitted their applications, the Departments will conduct a thorough review of the proposed budgets and activities.  States will have a 4-year project period in which to implement their plans and spend their grant money.

D. Uses of Funds

D-1.
How may a State include indirect costs in its Phase 2 RTT-ELC budget?

Please refer to items #G-9 and G-10 in the RTT-ELC FAQs published 5/12/12.  These FAQs can be found at http://www2.ed.gov/programs/racetothetop-earlylearningchallenge/faq.html.
D-2.
Is there a matching or maintenance-of-effort requirement for RTT-ELC? 

Please refer to item #G-15 in the RTT-ELC FAQs published 5/12/12.  These FAQs can be found at http://www2.ed.gov/programs/racetothetop-earlylearningchallenge/faq.html.
D-3.
How may States use the $400,000 set aside for technical assistance?
Please refer to item #G-13 in the RTT-ELC FAQs published 5/12/12.  These FAQs can be found at http://www2.ed.gov/programs/racetothetop-earlylearningchallenge/faq.html.
D-4.
What rules must States follow regarding contracting and subgranting?

Please refer to items #G-1, G-1a, and G-1b in the RTT-ELC FAQs published 5/12/12.  These FAQs can be found at http://www2.ed.gov/programs/racetothetop-earlylearningchallenge/faq.html.

E. Resources and Information
E-1.
Where can one obtain updated information or answers to questions, or raise additional questions about the Phase 2 RTT-ELC program?

In addition to these Phase 2 RTT-ELC FAQs, applicants and other interested persons should review the 2011 RTT-ELC program FAQs posted at http://www2.ed.gov/programs/racetothetop-earlylearningchallenge/faq.html.  Unless otherwise specified in the Phase 2 RTT-ELC NIA, the  final requirements and definitions of key terms from the FY 2011 RTT-ELC notice of final priorities, requirements, definitions, and selection criteria, published in the Federal Register on August 26, 2011 (76 FR 53564), apply to the Phase 2 RTT-ELC  application process.
The Departments will post updated information about the Phase 2 RTT-ELC program on the RTT-ELC Web site at: http://www2.ed.gov/programs/racetothetop-earlylearningchallenge/index.html. 

You may submit specific questions about the Phase 2 RTT-ELC program to the following e-mail address: RTT.Early.Learning.Challenge@ed.gov.  We encourage eligible applicants to submit questions and will make every effort to respond promptly.  
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