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The following describes the Department of Education’s rigorous review process of Skills for Success applications. 

Context/background on the 2015 Skills for Success program and review process 
· The purpose of this program is to support Local Educational Agencies (LEAs) and their partners in implementing, evaluating, and refining tools and approaches for developing the non-cognitive skills of middle-grades students in order to increase student success. Grants provide funding for the implementation, evaluation, and refinement of existing tools and approaches (e.g., digital games, growth mindset classroom activities, experiential learning opportunities) that integrate the development of students’ non-cognitive skills into classroom-level activities and existing strategies designed to improve schools.
· Independent peer reviewers in the tier one review read and scored 108 applications.  The 108 applications represented a diverse pool of local educational agencies (LEAs) from 36 states as well as the District of Columbia.  A summary of the applications received is available on the Skills for Success Web site at http://www2.ed.gov/programs/skillssuccess/awards.html.    
· The Department reviewed over 250 resumes and selected approximately 100 peer reviewers, distinguishing between subject matter reviewers and evaluation reviewers.
· Applications were scored in a two-tiered review process, against three selection criteria (for a possible 80 points) in tier one and against one selection criterion (for a possible 20 points) in tier two.  
· Although the Department relies 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 to ensure applicants meet the eligibility requirement; reviewing the proposed budgets to ensure that costs are reasonable, allowable, and necessary; and reviewing evidence concerning the applicant’s performance under prior Department grant awards and fiscal stability.  
· In addition to the experience they bring to this work, all peer reviewers and panel monitors participated in mandatory training on the Skills for Success competition structure, priorities, and selection criteria, as well as on the requirements of their role in this grant competition.

The 2015 Skills for Success peer review process included multiple steps to maximize the qualifications of the Skills for Success peer reviewers and the quality of the Skills for Success peer review process. The key steps are outlined below.

Select, Assign, and Train Highly Qualified Peer Reviewers
· In June, the Department posted an open call for peer reviewers on the Department’s Web site. Individuals wishing to serve as peer reviewers were directed to submit a resume and complete a reviewer profile in the Department’s G5 system.  Interested individuals were asked to indicate their relevant experience in non-cognitive factors.  The Department reviewed resumes and peer reviewer profiles from approximately 250 individuals.
· The Department 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, Department staff members independently evaluated each reviewer applicant resume for expertise in non-cognitive skills; 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 100 peer reviewers, representing a diverse range of education practitioners, researchers, and evaluators. 
· The Department preliminarily assessed all applications received and assigned peer reviewers accordingly.  

· All applications received by the application deadlines were screened by Department staff based on the eligibility requirement.    . 
· Relevant information was used to screen for peer reviewers’ potential conflicts of interest prior to assigning peer reviewers to panels.  This information was derived from the SF 424 (Application Form for Federal Assistance).
· 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 participated in training on the Skills for Success program and their role as peer reviewers.  The Department required that all peer reviewers attend a webinar that addressed the role of Skills for Success peer reviewers; provided an overview of the Skills for Success program, including Absolute Priorities; discussed each selection criterion and all its factors; detailed the review process for Skills for Success; 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 Notice Inviting Applications
 and the full Skills for Success Frequently Asked Questions document.
· Department staff was 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 Skills for Success program, the priorities and selection criteria, and their responsibilities as panel monitors. 
Conduct Peer Review
The Skills for Success peer reviewers assessed how well an applicant addressed the selection criteria outlined in the Skills for Success Notice Inviting Applications by providing written comments as well as numerical scoring.  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:  All eligible applications were reviewed in tier one by subject matter reviews with content expertise in non-cognitive skills.  Tier one panels consisted of three subject matters reviewers each that reviewed 10-11 applications.  With the strong emphasis on evaluation and the required familiarity with the What Works Clearinghouse Evidence Standards as related to the factor under that criterion, a second tier of panels consisted of two evaluation reviewers each that reviewed 9 high scoring applications from the tier one review.  
· Peer reviewers in both tiers had approximately one week 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 peer reviewers submitted their scores and comments for each application.  
· REVIEW PROCESS:  Three to five independent peer reviewers reviewed each application.  

· Panels of three subject matter peer reviewers scored all Skills for Success applications using the three selection criteria focused on subject matter (A (Significance), B (Quality of the Project Design), and C (Quality of the Management Plan)).  High scoring applications from tier one were reviewed in tier two by two evaluation reviewers that scored applications using the selection criterion focused on evaluation (D (Quality of the Project Evaluation)).  

· To ensure a sufficient number of applications were reviewed in tier two and that all applications in potential funding ranges were included, all applications in the first tier were rank-ordered by score.  Given the estimate to fund up to five applications, all applications with a score within 10 points of the fifth ranked application were advanced to the second tier review.  While not all applications were advanced to and reviewed in tier two, all applications with a possibility of having evaluation points place that application in the funding range were advanced to the second tier for review.    
· The Department provided peer reviewers with suggested scoring guidance for rating applicant responses to the selection criteria to help ensure consistency in scoring.  Peer reviewer training also included instructions to peer reviewers to use the entire available scoring range, to the extent appropriate, in order to differentiate between applications of differing quality.  In addition to this guidance, the panel calls assist peer reviewers in ensuring that they understand each application.  While panel monitors worked with peer reviewers to ensure they provided comments to justify their scores, peer reviewers use their expertise and professional judgement to determine their own scores.
Confirm Eligibility and Complete Internal Diligence 

· CONFIRM ELIGIBILITY: Applicants were reviewed for eligibility by Department staff before grants were awarded.  In order to be eligible to receive an Skills for Success grant, applicants must meet the following eligibility requirement:
· Applicant Status – the applicant must an LEA. 
· REVIEW BUDGETS: Prior to awarding the grants, Department staff reviewed all proposed budgets to make sure that only reasonable, allowable, and necessary expenses—as outlined in Department requirements—were included in project budgets.  Expenses that did not adhere to these requirements were excluded from total award amounts.
· ASSESS APPLICANT COMPETENCE, RESPONSIBILITY, AND PAST PERFORMANCE:  Department staff, where appropriate, considered 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.  Where Department staff found concerns, the Department considered special grant conditions. 

Name the Grantees
· Under the Skills for Success 2015 competition, the Department generated a rank-order list of the peer reviewers' raw scores, which were a combination of the average score from tier one plus the average score from tier two (where applicable) for each application.
· Following confirmation of eligibility and completion of internal diligence, the Department named a group of grant awards.  
· TRANSPARENCY: The Department is posting the project narrative sections of all grantee applications.  In addition, the Department provides the scores and abstracts for the Skills for Success applicants who scored 80 and above in the competition.  
· MONITOR AND SUPPORT Skills for Success GRANTEES MOVING FORWARD: All Skills for Success grantees will be monitored and supported by committed Department staff throughout the course of their grant.  Regular project director meetings, as well as other targeted support, will be provided to help Skills for Success 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 Skills for Success 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. 

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

1. The reviewer has agreed to serve as an employee, advisor, contractor or consultant on a project for which funding is being sought in an application under review, or has been offered the opportunity to do so and has not yet accepted or declined the offer, based on whether a grant is awarded; 

2. The reviewer’s personal financial interests will be affected by the outcome of the competition;

3. The reviewer helped prepare an application in the competition, even if the reviewer has no financial interest in the outcome of that application; or

4. The reviewer has a relationship with an entity or individual that has a financial interest in the outcome of the competition, including, but not limited to, the following: 

a. 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;

b. Any employer the reviewer has served within the last 12 months, a business partner, an organization for which the reviewer has served as an officer, director, consultant, advisor, contractor, or trustee within the last 12 months, or an organization for which the reviewer serves as an active volunteer or participant;

c. Any person or organization with whom the reviewer is seeking, or has an arrangement concerning, future employment;

d. Any professional associate – including, but not limited to, any colleague, scientific mentor, or student – with whom the reviewer is currently conducting research or other professional activities or with whom he or she has conducted such activities within the last 12 months; or

e. Any individual with whom the reviewer has, or has had, a personal relationship where the nature, duration, or recentness of that relationship would impair his or her ability to impartially review any application in the competition.

Due to the volume of applications under review and the structure of the panel review, the Department decided to allow an individual who has a conflict to serve as a peer reviewer for Skills for Success grants if the following conditions were met: 
1. The individual did not serve on the panel assigned to review the application giving rise to the conflict of interest;

2. The individual did not attend any panel meetings during which that application was discussed; and

3. The individual did not serve as a panel chairperson.

Other Factors That Might Affect Objectivity.  An individual may have other factors for which the public would question the reviewer’s objectivity to serve as a reviewer in the competition might include whether the reviewer has “significant connections to teaching methodologies” that may be involved in the competition, “significant identification with pedagogical viewpoints” or “significant connections to related matters” or “philosophical viewpoints that may be involved in the competition.”  No reviewers were determined to have other factors that might affect objectivity.
APPENDIX B:  SKILLS FOR SUCCESS PROGRAM PRIORITIES AND SELECTION CRITERIA

Absolute Priorities.  Applicants for each type of Skills for Success grants must address both of the Absolute Priorities:
Absolute Priority 1--Developing Non-Cognitive Skills in Middle-Grades Students.

Under this priority we provide funding to projects that implement, refine, and evaluate existing tools and approaches that encourage the development of non-cognitive skills for students in grades 5-8.  Such tools and approaches may be designed to encourage the development of growth mindsets, resilience, and self-control, among other attributes.  Applicants must demonstrate how their proposed approach would develop students’ non-cognitive skills and fit into existing school- or district-level improvement strategies.  Projects will share their learnings with other LEAs. 

Absolute Priority 2--Supporting High-Need Students.

Under this priority we provide funding to projects that are designed to improve academic outcomes, learning environments, or both, for High-need Students.
Selection Criteria.  The following table lists the selection criteria and summarizes the points per selection criteria by grant type:  

Table 1: Summary of Selection Criteria Points for Skills for Success Competition
	Selection Criteria
	Points 

	A.  Significance
	20

	B.  Quality of the Project Design
	45

	C.  Quality of the Management Plan
	15

	D.  Quality of the Project Evaluation
	20

	Total Points 
	100


For a detailed description of each selection criteria and its related sub-factors, please see the Skills for Success Notice Inviting Applications (NIA), available online at:  http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/FR-2015-06-09/pdf/2015-14081.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.






