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The following describes the Department of Education’s review process of the 2017 EIR applications. 

Context/Background on the 2017 EIR Program
· The purpose of this program is to provide funding to create, develop, implement, replicate, or take to scale entrepreneurial, evidence-based, field-initiated innovations to improve student achievement and attainment for high-need students; and rigorously evaluate such innovations. The central design element of the EIR program is its multi-tier structure that links the amount of funding that an applicant may receive to the quality of the evidence supporting the efficacy of the proposed project, with the expectation that projects that build this evidence will advance through EIR's grant tiers.
· There are three types of grants: Expansion (up to $15MM and requires strong evidence in support of the proposed project), Mid-phase (up to $8MM and requires moderate evidence in support of the proposed project), and Early-phase (up to $4MM and requires a rationale by including a logic model that is informed by research or an evaluation).

· Independent peer reviewers read and scored 379 distinct applications.  The Department reviewed 12 Expansion applications, 41 Mid-phase applications, and 326 Early-phase applications from a diverse pool of local educational agencies, state educational agencies, the Bureau of Indian Education, and nonprofit organizations.  
· Across two types of grants, Expansion and Mid-phase, applications addressed four selection criteria (for a possible 100 points). Early-phase applications addressed three selection criteria (for a possible 100 points).

· Under program statute, the Department must use at least 25 percent of EIR funds for a fiscal year to make awards to applicants serving rural areas, contingent on receipt of a sufficient number of applications of sufficient quality.  

  Application Review Process 
· For the Expansion and Mid-phase review processes, the Department conducted a single tier review.  One Expansion panel reviewed all 12 applications.  Mid-phase panels each reviewed approximately 6–8 applications.  For the Early-phase review process, the Department conducted a two tier review process.  Each Early-phase tier one panel reviewed approximately 20–23 applications.  Each Early-phase tier two application panel reviewed approximately 10–13 applications.  The Department randomly assigned applications to panels of reviewers with no conflicts of interest.  For the Expansion, Mid-phase, and Early-phase (tier one) reviews, each panel reviewed and scored applications in one absolute priority area in which the peer reviewers had expertise.  The Early-phase tier two reviews consisted of a mixture of absolute priorities as they were all reviewed by evaluation reviewers.  Given the numbers of applications submitted under each absolute priority in these competitions, the panels differed in the number of applications assigned to each panel.  
· REVIEW STRUCTURE:  Three to five independent peer reviewers reviewed each application.  For the Expansion and Mid-phase competitions, three subject-matter reviewers scored applications using the three selection criteria focused on subject matter (A - Significance, B - Strategy to Scale, C - Quality of the Project Design and Management Plan), and two evaluation reviewers scored applications using the selection criterion focused on evaluation (D - Quality of the Project Evaluation).  For the Early-phase tier one review, three subject-matter reviewers scored applications using the two selection criteria focused on subject matter (A - Significance and B - Quality of the Project Design and Management Plan).  All applications that would be within funding range if the full 20 points for the Quality of Project Evaluation selection criterion were received were reviewed by a second tier of two Early-phase reviewers with evaluation expertise who scored applications using the selection criterion focused on evaluation (D - Quality of the Project Evaluation).
· PEER REVIEWERS:  In January 2017, 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, which is the Department’s peer review and grants management system.  Interested individuals were asked to indicate their relevant experience in either the noted areas of focus of the EIR program or in educational evaluation.  The Department reviewed resumes and peer reviewer profiles from new individuals and available reviewers from prior Investing in Innovation (i3) competitions.

· Department staff conducted an initial screening and removed all potential peer reviewers who reported a conflict of interest.  Then, Department staff independently evaluated each potential peer reviewer resume for expertise against the EIR program’s absolute priorities; identified those who were highly qualified; checked for availability; and conducted multiple screenings for conflicts of interest of recommended potential peer reviewers. The Department then selected a final list of 113 peer reviewers, distinguishing between subject matter reviewers and evaluation reviewers, which represented a diverse range of education practitioners, researchers, evaluators, social entrepreneurs, strategy consultants, and grant makers. 
· Peer reviewers participated in training on the EIR program and their role as peer reviewers.  The Department required that all peer reviewers attend a webinar specifically about the competition for which they would review (i.e., Expansion, Mid-phase, Early-phase tier one, or Early-phase tier two).  The training addressed the role of EIR peer reviewers; provided an overview of the EIR program, including absolute priorities; discussed each selection criterion and all its factors; detailed the review process for EIR; and provided guidance on scoring applications, writing comments, and using the Department’s G5 system.  In addition to this training, all peer reviewers received, and the Department requested that they review the relevant Notice Inviting Applications and the full EIR 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 EIR program, the absolute priorities and selection criteria, and their responsibilities as panel monitors. 

· The EIR peer reviewers assessed how well an applicant addressed the selection criteria outlined in the EIR Notice Inviting Applications for the competition under which they were reviewing by providing written comments as well as numerical scoring. The peer reviewers had approximately two weeks to independently review and score applications prior to participating in panel calls to discuss their assigned applications.  Panel discussions took place via teleconference.  Panel discussions were calls which include all members of a peer review panel and the panel monitor, and were 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 were not the result of reviewer misunderstanding.  After these panel discussions took place, panel monitors reviewed scores and comments for each application to ensure that the comments justified the scores and then peer reviewers submitted their scores and comments.  
· The Department generated lists of rank ordered scores for the Expansion, Mid-phase, and Early-phase application reviews, thus producing one rank ordered list of raw scores by competition.
Confirm Eligibility and Complete Internal Diligence 

· Department staff reviewed for eligibility those applicants that scored highly on the rank order lists.

· 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.  These include, but are not limited to, checking to ensure applicants 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 matching requirement; and reviewing evidence concerning the applicant’s performance under prior Department grant awards and fiscal stability.  Additionally, the Department coordinated the eligibility review for the evidence standards.  For the highly rated Expansion and Mid-phase applications, Department staff identified the study citations listed in the evidence forms of the highly rated applications and provided these citations to the What Works Clearinghouse (WWC) contractor for the completion of a WWC Master Review Guide (MRG) for each citation, using the relevant WWC Review Protocol.  The WWC contractor used the MRG to complete the part of the Evidence Review Template that pertains to the strength of the evidence and returned the template to Department staff.  Department staff then considered the information, completed the part of the template that pertains to the relevance of the study citation to the proposed project, and made the final determination on whether each application met the applicable evidence standard.  The entire evidence eligibility review for Early-phase applications was completed by Department staff, which included a review of the submitted logic model and its relevance to the proposed practice.
Applications Funded & Announcement
· In making funding decisions, the Department considered the quality of the applications in each grant type and rural applicants among the highly rated applications.  Each competition had its own rank order of the scores of each application, an as a result of the rank orders, and the availability of funds, the Department did not fund any projects under the Mid-phase Improving Early Learning and Development Outcomes absolute priority or the Early-phase Promoting Diversity or Re-engagement of Disconnected Youth absolute priorities.  The Department funded 16 EIR applications: one Expansion application, six Mid-phase applications, and nine Early-phase applications.
· The Number of applications funded (16) is much smaller than the estimated number of awards in the Notices Inviting Applications. Given the Administrator’s request to hold a competition in FY 2018, the Department decided to forward fund the grants.

· To meet the statutory requirement that at least 25 percent of EIR funds for a fiscal year be used to make awards to applicants serving rural areas, the Department funded high-quality applications from rural applicants out of rank order in the Mid-phase rank order list.  While Mid-phase applications were skipped to attain rural applicants in order to implement this statutory provision, these rural applicants were of sufficient quality to warrant receiving a grant.
· The Department notified Congress before notifying applicants and publicly naming EIR awardees.  
· The Department is posting the abstracts and project narrative sections of all funded EIR applications on the Awards page of the EIR Web site:  https://innovation.ed.gov/what-we-do/innovation/education-innovation-and-research-eir/awards/.  

· All EIR grantees will be monitored and supported by a team of committed Department staff throughout the course of their grant.  All EIR 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 EIR project.  Regular project director meetings, as well as other targeted support, will be provided to help EIR grantees, the Department, and the public better understand the progress, impact, and findings of work funded by this program.  
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