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K-12 Education: Characteristics of the Investing in Innovation Fund

The Investing in Innovation (i3) Fund is a program that provides competitive grants to expand
the use of innovative practices that improve student achievement and attainment.” The U.S.
Department of Education (Education) administers the program, which was created under the
American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009 (Recovery Act).? Along with other programs
funded by the Recovery Act,® the i3 program is part of the administration’s larger educational
reform efforts to ensure that students are college and career ready. The i3 program awards
three types of grants. The size of these grants differs based on the level of prior evidence
required to demonstrate an innovation’s effectiveness and its readiness to expand in scale. The
largest grants, known as scale-up grants, fund innovations with strong evidence of effectiveness
that can be scaled to a national level. Validation grants are the next largest grant type and fund
innovations with a moderate evidence of effectiveness that can be scaled nationally or
regionally. The smallest grants, known as development grants, fund innovations that are
supported by evidence of promise or a strong theory that should be studied further.* To receive
an i3 grant, the proposed innovation must address one of Education’s priority areas for the
program, such as improving the effectiveness of teachers and principals or serving rural
communities, among other requirements. The i3 program provides grants to three types of
groups: local educational agencies (LEAs), nonprofit organizations partnering with LEAs, and
nonprofit organizations that join with a consortium of schools.® As of November 2013, Education
had awarded 92 i3 grants totaling about $937 million.

" For the purposes of this program, Education defines an innovation to be “a process, product, strategy, or practice

that improves (or is expected to improve) significantly upon the outcomes reached with status quo options and that
can ultimately reach widespread effective usage.”

2Pub. L. No. 111-5, §14007, 123 Stat. 115, 284.

3 Other programs funded by the Recovery Act include the Race to the Top (RTT) grant fund and the School

Improvement Grants (SIG) program. RTT provides incentives for states to implement large-scale, far-reaching
reforms to K-12 education to improve student outcomes. The Recovery Act spurred Education to make substantive
changes to the SIG program, which is designed to fund significant reforms in low performing schools. For example,
the persistently lowest-achieving schools receiving SIG funding must now implement one of four intervention models,
each with specific requirements for reform interventions.

4 These were the evidence requirements for scale-up, validation, and development grants for the 2013 grant

competition. Under the 2010, 2011, and 2012 grant competitions, development grants required evidence of a
reasonable hypothesis.

5 For the purposes of the program, Education defines a “consortium of schools” to mean “two or more public

elementary or secondary schools acting collaboratively for the purpose of applying for and implementing an i3 grant
jointly with an eligible nonprofit organization.”
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The Recovery Act mandated that GAO review the i3 fund.® This report describes: (1) the
distribution of i3 awards across grant and recipient types; (2) the criteria Education has used to
make awards; (3) the distribution of i3 funds among the priorities that Education specified for the
program; and (4) how Education supports grantees in implementing and evaluating their
projects.

In conducting this work, we reviewed information pertaining to i3 grants awarded in 2010
through 2012 and reviewed information on grant requirements for 2010 through 2013.7 For the
first objective, we obtained and analyzed publicly available data on grants and grantees. For the
second objective, we reviewed information from the Federal Register as well as program
documents that discussed the selection process, eligibility requirements, and the rules by which
peer reviewers assess each application. For the third objective, we reviewed each grantee’s i3
application and identified which of Education’s priority areas the grantee asserted that its
innovation addressed. We then combined this information with the data used in the first
objective and analyzed it to determine the distribution of i3 funds across priority areas. We
assessed the reliability of Education’s publicly available data by (1) reviewing existing
information about the data and the system that produced them, and (2) interviewing agency
officials knowledgeable about the data. We determined that the data were sufficiently reliable for
the purposes of this report. For the fourth objective, we reviewed relevant federal laws,
regulations, guidance, and monitoring protocols. We also interviewed Education officials from
the Office of Innovation and Improvement (Oll)—the office that oversees the program—and
from Education’s Office of the Inspector General (OIG) to discuss the monitoring and technical
assistance provided to i3 grantees. In addition, we interviewed officials from the contractor that
Education hired to provide technical assistance related to evaluations of i3 projects. We did not
interview grantees so we did not verify Education’s specific monitoring and technical assistance
activities associated with grantees; however, we corroborated our discussions with Education
officials with their monitoring protocols and guidance.

We conducted this performance audit from July 2013 to February 2014 in accordance with
generally accepted government auditing standards. Those standards require that we plan and
perform the audit to obtain sufficient, appropriate evidence to provide a reasonable basis for our
findings and conclusions based on our audit objectives. We believe that the evidence obtained
provides a reasonable basis for our findings and conclusions based on our audit objectives.

Results in Brief

From fiscal years 2010 to 2012, Education awarded half of i3 grant funds ($493 million of $937
million) as validation grants, and most awards went to partnerships involving nonprofit
organizations. Nonprofit organizations partnering with school consortia accounted for a large

6 Pub. L. No. 111-5, § 14009, 123 Stat. 115, 285. In addition to reviewing the i3 program, the Act mandated GAO to
conduct reviews of the programs under section 14006 of the Recovery Act, which include the RTT fund and the RTT
Assessment Program. In the first review of RTT, completed in June 2011, GAO examined, among other things, how
states were using their grants to reform their elementary and secondary education systems. See, GAO, Race to the
Top: Reform Efforts Are Under Way and Information Sharing Could Be Improved, GAO 11-658 (Washington, D.C.:
June 30, 2011). GAO plans to issue a report on the RTT Assessment Program in the future.

7 On December 13, 2013, Education announced the awards for the 2013 competition. This report does not include an
analysis of these awards.
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portion of i3 funds largely because they won four ($170 million) of the five scale-up grants that
Education made through 2012.

Education has the flexibility to change the selection criteria for any given i3 competition;
however, four criteria have been included in each i3 competition. Education relies on outside
peer reviewers to rate each application based on the selection criteria. Peer reviewers apply the
same selection criteria to each type of i3 grant, but the maximum number of points that peer
reviewers may assign varies by grant type. Education officials said they make final awards
based on peer reviewers’ scores and other factors.

i3 projects most often support one of four of the priority areas that Education identified for the
2010, 2011, and 2012 competitions and use methods that often rely on teacher and principal
development. i3 projects most often address one of four priorities: (1) supporting effective
teachers and principals; (2) using high quality standards and assessments; (3) turning around
low-performing schools; and (4) improving science, technology, engineering, and math (STEM)
education. Through 2012, 62 i3 projects include teacher or principal professional development
as a means to achieve their project goals.

Education supports i3 grantees through monitoring and technical assistance. According to
Education officials and i3 monitoring protocols, i3 program officers communicate regularly with
grantees to ensure that projects comply with Education’s regulations, funds are spent
appropriately, and progress is being made. Education hired contractors to provide technical
assistance and to support implementation and evaluation of projects. According to Education
officials, the technical assistance provided for project evaluations helps maximize the strength of
project evaluations.

Background

The i3 grant program supports research-based projects that are intended to help close
achievement gaps and improve outcomes for high-need students. Education awards three types
of i3 grants, with scale-up grants receiving the most funding and development grants the least
(see table 1).

Table 1: Maximum Funding Available Per Grant, Fiscal Years (FY) 2010-2013

Type of i3 Grant Maximum funding available per grant (Dollars in millions)

FY 2010° FY 2011- FY2012 FY 2013
Scale-up $50 $25° $20
Validation 30 15 12
Development 5 3 3

Source: U.S. Department of Education

@Funding for all three grant types was higher for the fiscal year 2010 competition because the total funding for the i3 program was
greater than in any subsequent year.

® Education did not award any scale-up grants in 2012.
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In order to receive an i3 grant, an applicant must meet various requirements,® including the
following:®

e |tis an LEA, a nonprofit organization partnering with one or more LEAs, or a nonprofit
organization partnering with a consortium of schools; ™

e The i3 project supports high-need students;
e The applicant has a record of improving student achievement;'2

e The proposed project addresses one of Education’s priority areas such as improving
effective teachers and principals;

¢ The innovation meets the evidence requirements for the type of grant the applicant
seeks (e.g., strong evidence of effectiveness is required for scale-up grants).™

In addition, applicants seeking i3 grants must secure a private sector partner that will provide
matching funds and an independent third party to conduct an evaluation of the project’s
results.' Applicants must also agree to participate in communities of practice with other
grantees in order to solve problems or improve practices.

Education awarded 92 i3 grants totaling approximately $937 million in the first three years of the
program (see table 2). Each i3 project must be completed within a 3- to 5-year time frame,
although a grantee may extend the project period for up to 1 year without requiring prior
approval provided that the extension does not require additional federal funds or involve a
change in the approved objectives and scope of the project. According to Education officials,
Education will not provide additional federal funding to grantees that extend their projects; any
additional funding must come from the grantee or its private sector partner.

8 Education officials told us they review these requirements throughout the application review process.

9 These are the current requirements for the 2013 i3 grant competition (see generally 78 Fed. Reg. 18,682 (Mar. 27,

2013)); however, these requirements may have changed over time. See 75 Fed. Reg. 12,004 (Mar. 12, 2010) for the
original requirements of the i3 grant competition, and 75 Fed. Reg. 18,407 (Apr. 12, 2010) and 76 Fed. Reg. 32,073
(June 3, 2011) for changes made in 2010 and 2011.

0 pub. L. No. 111-5, § 14007(a)(1), 123 Stat. 115, 284.The non-profit organization may be an institution of higher
education. 78 Fed. Reg. 18,682, 18,704 (Mar. 27, 2013).

" 78 Fed. Reg. 18,682, 18,702 (Mar. 27, 2013). For this program, Education defines a high-need student as a
student who is “at risk of educational failure or otherwise in need of special assistance and support, such as students
who are living in poverty, who attend high-minority schools [...], who are far below grade level, who have left school
before receiving a regular high school diploma, who are at risk of not graduating with a diploma on time, who are
homeless, who are in foster care, who have been incarcerated, who have disabilities, or who are English learners.”

2 Pub. L. No. 111-5, § 14007(b), 123 Stat. 115, 284, as amended by Pub. L. No. 111-117, Div. D, § 307, 123 Stat.
3034, 3271 (2009). Applicants must generally show, among other things, that they have significantly closed
achievement gaps among certain groups of students or have significantly increased student academic achievement
for all of those groups of students. The groups represent students who have disabilities, are economically
disadvantaged, represent major racial or ethnic groups, or have limited English proficiency. Nonprofit organizations
can meet this requirement by showing that they have significantly improved student achievement, attainment, or
retention.

13 78 Fed. Reg. 18,682, 18,703 (Mar. 27, 2013).

.
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Table 2: Total Funding and Number of New Awards for i3 Program, Fiscal Years 2010-
2012

Dollars (in millions) FY 2010 FY 2011 FY 2012 Total
Total award spending $646 $148 $143 $937
Number of new awards 49 23 20 92

Source: U.S. Department of Education

Education awarded the majority (47 of 92) of i3 grants for 2010 through 2012 as cooperative
agreements.’® A cooperative agreement can be used whenever Education anticipates
substantial federal involvement—beyond monitoring—with the grantee. For example, Education
may be involved in the selection of key grantee personnel. In addition, according to an OIG
report, cooperative agreements require grantees to outline more information about their projects
at the beginning of the grant, which helps Education better plan its involvement with each
grantee.®

Education Awarded over Half of i3 Funds to Validation Grants and Most i3 Awards Go to
Partnerships Involving Nonprofit Organizations

Since the inception of the i3 program, Education has awarded the largest portion of i3 funding
as validation grants. As shown in figure 1, validation grants account for over one half of all i3
funds and represent 28 of the 92 grants made through the end of 2012."” Education awarded
approximately one-quarter of i3 funds through development grants and about one-quarter of
program funds to the five scale-up grants.

"5 1n 2010, Education awarded validation and development grants as discretionary grants and the scale-up grants as
cooperative agreements. Beginning in 2011, all grants were awarded as cooperative agreements.

6 See U.S. Department of Education Office of the Inspector General, American Recovery and Reinvestment Act:

The Department’s Monitoring of Investing in Innovation Program Grant Recipients, Final Inspection Report, ED-
OIG/I13M0001 (Washington, D.C.: Feb. 21, 2013).

17 validation grants received a maximum of $30 million each in fiscal year 2010 and a maximum of $15 million in
fiscal years 2011 and 2012 competitions.
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Figure 1: Distribution of i3 Grants by Funding and Grant Type, 2010 to 2012

Value of i3 grants awarded Number of i3 grants awarded
by grant type (dollars in million) by grant type

$224
(24%)

28
(30%)
$493

(53%)

l:l Development
- Scale-up
- Validation

Source: GAO analysis of U.S. Department of Education data.

As of November 2013, Education had awarded 90 percent of total i3 funds and 70 of the 92
grants to nonprofit organizations (see fig. 2). More specifically, Education awarded half of i3
funds to nonprofit organizations that partner with LEAs and 40 percent of i3 funds to non-profits

that partner with school consortia.
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Figure 2: Distribution of i3 Grants to Recipient Groups, 2010-2012

Value of i3 grants awarded Number of i3 grants awarded
to recipient groups (dollars in million) to recipient groups

43

$472

(50%)

(47%)

[T en

- Nonprofit with school consortium

- Nonprofit with LEA

Source: GAO analysis of U.S. Department of Education data.
Note: The sum of the percentages for the value of i3 grants awarded to recipient groups is greater than 100 due to rounding.

As shown in figure 3, the nonprofit organizations partnering with school consortia won four of
the five scale-up grants that Education made through 2012. These four grants comprise about
$170 million in i3 funding. In contrast, LEAs won 22 development grants, ranging between $2
million and $5 million each, and these grants account for about 9 percent of total i3 funding.
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Figure 3: Recipient Group Awards by Grant Type, 2010-2012
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Source: GAO analysis of U.S. Department of Education data.

Education’s distribution of awards by grant types changed over time. In 2010, Education
awarded four scale-up grants totaling $195 million. This amount represented 30 percent of the
grant funds awarded that year. In 2011, Education awarded one scale-up grant and none in
2012. According to Education officials, the decision not to make any scale-up grants in 2012
enabled the department to fund more validation and development grants and create a more
diverse portfolio of projects in the 2012 competition.'®

Education Applies Various Selection Criteria to Make i3 Awards

Education has the flexibility to change the selection criteria for any given i3 competition. In 2011,
Education revised the i3 program rules to give the department greater flexibility in establishing
selection criteria.'® For example, in 2011, Education reduced the selection criteria from seven to
four. According to Education, some selection criteria included in the 2010 i3 competition were
not selection criteria in 2011 but remained eligibility requirements. For 2013, the selection
criteria remained similar; however, Education established quality of the management plan and

'8 For more information on the 2012 grants, see Department of Education, Questions about the Highest-Rated

Applications Announcement, November 8, 2012, accessed December 30, 2013,
http://lwww2.ed.gov/programs/innovation/i3hrafaq2012.doc.

19 See 76 Fed. Reg. 32,073, 32,080 (June 3, 2011).
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personnel as two distinct criteria and included additional factors under these for the applicant to

address. Four selection criteria have been included in each i3 competition: project design,
management plan, personnel, and the project evaluation. (see table 3).

Table 3: i3 Selection Criteria, 2010 to 2013 i3 Competitions

2010

2011

2012

2013

Need for the project and
quality of the project
design

Quality of the project
design

Quality of the project
design

Quality of the project
design

Quality of the
management plan and
personnel

Quality of the
management plan and
personnel

Quality of the
management plan and
personnel

Quality of the
management plan

Quality of the project
evaluation

Need for the project

Significance

Personnel

Sustainability

Quality of the project
evaluation

Quality of the project
evaluation

Quality of the project
evaluation

Strength of research,

Significance

significance of effect and
magnitude of effect

Experience of the eligible
applicant

Strategy and capacity to
bring to scale or to
further develop and bring
to scale

Source: GAO analysis of U.S Department of Education data

Education selects outside peer reviewers to rate each application.?° Since the 2011 competition,
a peer reviewer must demonstrate expertise either in one of Education’s i3 priorities for that
year or in the evaluation of education research.?' Education creates review panels based on its
i3 priorities. Peer reviewers are assigned to a panel in which they have identified expertise.

When peer reviewers review and score applications, they apply the same selection criteria for
that year’s competition to all three types of i3 grants. However, the maximum number of points
peer reviewers may give for each criterion may differ depending on the type of grant. For
example, in the 2013 competition, applications for scale-up and validation grants could receive
up to 30 points based on the quality of the project evaluation, while applications for development
grants could receive no more than 15 points for this criterion (see table 4). This approach
enabled Education to place a greater emphasis on project evaluation for scale-up and validation
grants than for development grants.

20 Starting in 2012, Education began requiring that applicants seeking development grants submit pre-applications.

Peer reviewers selected by Education review the pre-applications against an abbreviated set of selection criteria used
to score full applications. Education officials noted that this process requires fewer resources for applicants deemed
to be less competitive, reduces the burden on applicants, and allows Education to use resources while providing
additional time for applicants that are judged more competitive to structure their proposal.

21 For the 2010 competition, peer reviewers had to show expertise in at least one of the following areas: education
reform and policy, evidence, innovation, strategy, and application review.
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Table 4: Total Selection Points an Application May Earn by Grant Type, 2013

Selection Criteria — i3 Competition Development Validation Scale-Up
Quality of the project design 25 20 20
Quality of the management plan 15 20 20
Personnel 10 10 10
Quality of the project evaluation 15 30 30
Significance 35 20 20

Total Points 100 100 100

Source: U.S. Department of Education

Education ranks the applications after they are scored by peer reviewers. It makes the final
awards after considering the ranking and other factors such as an applicant’s performance and
use of funds and compliance history under a previous award under any department program.

i3 Projects Most Often Support Four of Education’s Priority Areas for the i3 Program

Each Project Reflects One of Education’s Priorities

As shown in figure 4, i3 projects most often address one of four of the priorities Education
identified for the 2010, 2011, and 2012 competitions: 1) supporting effective teachers and
principals; 2) using high quality standards and assessments; 3) turning around low-performing
schools; and 4) improving STEM education.? The majority of projects that support effective
teachers and principals or improve standards and assessments received their grants in 2010,
the year in which Education made its largest awards in number (49) and grant amounts.? For
example, thirteen of the 20 projects that support effective teachers and principals won their
awards in 2010. In contrast, projects supporting STEM education have received 5 awards in
both the 2011 and 2012 competitions.

22 For more information on teacher and principal evaluation systems, see GAO, Race to the Top: States

Implementing Teacher and Principal Evaluation Systems despite Challenges, GAO-13-777 (Washington, D.C.: Sept.
18, 2013).

23 |n the 2011 and 2012 competitions, Education made 23 and 20 awards, respectively. In the fiscal year 2010

competition, i3 awards averaged about $13 million. In the fiscal year 2011 and 2012 competitions, awards averaged
$6 and $7 million, respectively.
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Figure 4: Distribution of i3 Projects by Priority and Number of Grants, 2010-2012

Project priority

Support effective teachers and principals 22% | 20

Use high quality standards and assessments 23% | 21

Turn around low-performing schools 22% | 20

Improve STEM education 1% | 10

Serve rural communities 9% | 8

Parent and family engagement 4% | 4

Improve the use of data 10% | 9

0 5 10 15 20 25
Number of grants

Source: GAO analysis of U.S. Department of Education data.

As shown in figure 5, projects that support effective teachers and principals, use high quality
standards and assessments, or seek to turn around low-performing schools received the most
i3 funding in the 2010 to 2012 competitions. Projects that focus on supporting effective teachers
and principals won about 22 percent of the total $937 million in i3 funds awarded for the 2010 to
2012 competitions by winning two scale-up awards (totaling $100 million) and eight validation
awards (totaling $156 million). Projects that support the turnaround of low-performing schools
also won 22 percent of total i3 funds by winning two scale-up grants (totaling $95 million) and
six validation grants (totaling $118 million).
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Figure 5: Distribution of i3 Projects by Priority and Total Grant Funding, 2010- 2012

Project priority

Support effective teachers and principals $39 $156 $100

Turn around low-performing schools $48 $118 $95

|

Use high quality standards and t $59

Improve STEM education $17 $35 $25

Serve rural communities | $18

Parent and family engagement

|
2
o

Improve the use of data $33

50 100 150 200 250 300 350

o

Dollars (in millions)

Development

Validation

|

Scale-up

Source: GAO analysis of U.S. Department of Education data.

The Majority of i3 Projects Use Teacher and Principal Development as One Method to Achieve
Goals

Sixty-two of the 92 i3 projects awarded from 2010 to 2012 use teacher and principal
professional development as a way to achieve results. As a group, these 62 projects address
many of Education’s program priorities, such as effectiveness of teachers and principals and
effective standards and assessments. Thirty-one of the 62 projects use professional
development as well as other measures such as project-based learning, providing additional
classroom time, and either one-on-one or small-group tutoring.

Thirty-one of the 62 projects use professional development as the primary or sole method
underlying their innovations.?* Combined, these 31 projects received about $457 million of the
$937 million in i3 grants. The ways in which these projects rely on professional development
varies. For example, some projects emphasize training teachers within a particular subject area,
such as reading and writing for middle and high school students, or science education for
elementary and middle school students. Other projects attempt to develop teachers regardless
of subject area based on approaches such as using measures of student achievement,
monitoring by accomplished teachers, and providing a teacher training and support program
developed by the project’s sponsor. In addition, two of the 62 projects that use professional

24 The 31 projects include 19 projects that support Education’s “teacher and principal effectiveness” priority and 12
projects that support other Education priorities.
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development focus on the development of principals and their leadership skills. In these cases,
the projects seek to increase the number and placement of trained principals in schools.

Education Supports i3 Grantees through Monitoring and Technical Assistance

Education Monitors Implementation of i3 Projects for Compliance and Progress

According to Education officials and i3 monitoring protocols, program officers communicate
regularly with grantees to ensure that their projects comply with Education’s regulations, funds
are spent appropriately, and they are making adequate progress implementing their projects.
Program officers are required to communicate with grantees by e-mail or by phone on an
ongoing basis regarding all aspects of their projects. In addition to this ongoing communication,
program officers must meet with grantees by phone specifically to discuss project performance
at least once a month for the first two years of the grant and bimonthly thereafter. Program
officers may conduct site visits to grantees to discuss progress and implementation in greater
detail.?> For example, issues discussed during the site visit may include initial results about the
effectiveness of the project and efforts to expand the project.

According to Education’s monitoring protocols, program officers review and approve, as
appropriate, changes to a grantee’s project from what was outlined in the grantee’s approved
application. Under Education’s regulations, grantees must generally request approval for various
program or budgetary changes, such as a proposed revision to the scope or objective of the
project.?® According to Education officials, requests not covered by Education’s regulations may
need to be submitted in writing and if needed, program officers confer with Education’s General
Counsel before approving a request.

Education’s monitoring protocols also require that program officers conduct financial monitoring
of grantees that includes a review of relevant financial information, such as drawdowns of grant
funds, annual audit reports, and financial records. Program officers must ensure that grantees
use funds in a manner consistent with their approved budgets and timelines. For example,
according to post-award guidance for 2012 grantees, program officers monitor grantees to
ensure that they make timely drawdowns commensurate with the project’s approved scope and
milestones and to ensure that grantees avoid maintaining a large amount of unexpended funds
or too many or too few drawdowns. In addition, according to i3 monitoring protocols, program
officers review expenditures to ensure that costs are allowable, allocable, and reasonable.?’ In
addition, as part of their financial monitoring, program officers also review a grantee’s progress
toward fulfilling the program’s private match requirement.?® Education also requires grantees to

25 According to Education officials, program officers strive to conduct at least one site visit for grantees that received

3-year awards and at least two site visits for grantees that received 5-year awards, contingent on the availability of
travel funds.

26 See 34 C.F.R. §§ 74.25 and 80.30.

2 According to Education’s guidance, allowable costs are those that are either permitted or not specifically prohibited

and necessary for project success. Allocable costs are expended for a particular purpose or time period, and
reasonable costs are those that would be incurred by any prudent person.

28 2010, 2011, and 2012 grantees had to submit evidence, following the peer review of applications, of the
commitment by private sector organizations to fulfill the full amount of the required private-sector matching funds.
2013 grantees were required to submit evidence of securing at least 50 percent of the required private-sector match
following peer review of applications and evidence of the remaining 50 percent within 6 months of the project start
date.
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submit annual performance reports to summarize project status, accomplishments, and financial
information. These reports must include information on the progress that grantees have made
toward their project objectives and information on certain i3 program measures that Education
uses to meet Government Performance and Results Act of 1993 requirements.?®

Education officials told us their monitoring process is complex and time-intensive because most
i3 grants are cooperative agreements. Education awards grants as cooperative agreements
when it anticipates having substantial involvement with the grantee over the course of the grant
period. Because of this collaborative arrangement, Education officials said program officers
communicate frequently with grantees, sometimes on a daily basis, to discuss projects. In
addition, Education officials said i3 program officers generally manage a small number of
grantees—on average 10 to 12—because they are so involved with the projects.

According to a February 2013 report, Education’s OIG found that program officers regularly
engaged with i3 grantees and provided substantive monitoring due in part to their
manageable workload and Education’s decision to award grants as cooperative
agreements. However, the report also found that Education did not hold i3 grantees
accountable for responding to Education’s requests for information. The report
recommended that Education develop appropriate requirements or consequences for i3
grantees that do not respond to information requests or do not do so in a timely manner.
Education’s March 2013 monitoring protocols include guidance to program officers
regarding this issue. The OIG also found potential risks to Education’s ability to adequately
monitor i3 grantees in the future and recommended that Education continue to monitor any
increase in program officers’ workload.*® Education officials told us they recently hired an
additional program officer to help manage program officer workload.

Education Provides Technical Assistance to Support Project Implementation and Evaluation

Education has hired contractors to provide technical assistance and to support implementation
and evaluation of projects. Through a contract with Westat®' that began in September 2012,
Education provides support and technical assistance to address implementation challenges.
The objectives of this technical assistance are to help grantees implement their projects
successfully and perform the type of evidence-based work envisioned under the i3 program.
According to Education officials, Westat conducted a needs assessment for each 2010, 2011,
and 2012 grantee that considered, among other factors, the implementation challenges of each
grantee, level of stakeholder support, and the grantee’s capacity to monitor their own progress.
Westat is using the results of that assessment to provide targeted technical assistance, such as
individual consultations and research, access to a network of experts, and sharing of best
practices across grantees. The needs assessments identified common areas of technical
assistance across grantees including how to use project management tools and address
unforeseen obstacles, such as budget cuts. Scaling and sustaining projects and sharing

29 The Government Performance and Results Act of 1993 requires federal agencies to set goals, measure

performance, and report on accomplishments. To help evaluate the i3 program as a whole, grantees report on certain
performance indicators. For example, for validation grants, grantees report on the number of students served by the
program. For validation and development grants, grantees also report on the cost per student served by the grant.

30 ED-OIG/113M0001

31 Westat is a research and statistical survey organization that provides a range of services in areas such as research
design and analysis, evaluation, and data collection and management. Education and Westat are currently in the
second year of the contract, with the option to extend up to another 3 years
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information were identified as the highest needs across projects. To support cross-grantee
collaboration, Westat established five communities of practice that focus on areas identified
through the needs assessment.*

According to Education’s monitoring protocols, program officers also provide technical
assistance during their routine monitoring of i3 grants. This assistance can include such
activities as sharing information about other grantees conducting similar work, sharing articles
and other resources, and information about appropriate meetings and webinars. Education
officials said most grantees have been able to utilize technical assistance and make
adjustments when an innovation does not appear to be working. According to a July 2013 status
update on the i3 program, some grantees adjusted their implementation plans to address
challenges they encountered.* For example, grantees built technological infrastructure in rural
communities to support effective implementation of their projects.

To support the required evaluations of i3 projects,* Education contracted with Abt Associates
(Abt),*® to work with the independent evaluators chosen by i3 grantees on their evaluation plans
and implementation.3® In their applications, grantees were required to submit information about
their plans for evaluating their projects, such as proposed research questions, methods for
addressing the questions, and proposed data collection methods. Following receipt of the
award, grantees are asked to revise and refine these evaluation plans, in consultation with Abt.
According to the i3 monitoring protocols, Abt also provides feedback to the project evaluator on
evaluation design and implementation on an ongoing basis. For example, Abt and the
independent evaluators participate in regularly scheduled phone calls to discuss issues
including the progress of individual evaluations, progress on data collection, and how evaluators
are measuring and documenting the implementation of i3 innovations. Grantees are required to
provide Education with a final evaluation of the project, and Education officials said they ask
grantees to cooperate with requests from Abt to share the information needed to periodically
assess progress. Abt’s technical assistance is part of a larger effort to conduct a national
evaluation of the i3 program. Using findings from the grantees’ project evaluations, Abt plans to
provide information on the results for different categories of key i3-funded practices, strategies,
and programs. Education plans to release an initial report in 2016 with findings from the 2010

32 The five communities of practice are (1) organization development and performance management, (2) partnership
management, (3) communication, (4) sustainability and scale-up, and (5) dissemination of project information.

Bus. Department of Education, Update on the Investing in Innovation (i3) Fund July 2013, accessed November 4,
2013, http://lwww2.ed.gov/programs/innovation/130726i3portfolioreview.ppt.

34 Grantees are required to obtain an independent project evaluation, share the results of the evaluation broadly, and

generally share the data sets with third-party researchers. In addition, grantees are required to cooperate with any
technical assistance provided by Education.

35 Abt provides research and program implementation services to public and private sector clients. Education’s
Institute of Education Sciences is overseeing two technical assistance contracts with Abt related to the i3 program.
The first, at a cost of $13.3 million over 5 years provides technical assistance to the 2010 and 2011 cohorts of i3
grantees. The second, at a cost of $4.5 million over 5 years provides technical assistance to the 2012 cohort of
grantees. Education’s OIG recommended that Education ensure that evaluation technical assistance is available for
future cohorts of grantees as well. Education officials said the competition for the contract to provide technical
assistance to the 2013 cohort of grantees is underway and would be awarded by December 31, 2013.

36 For the i3 program, Education has defined an “independent evaluation” to mean that “the evaluation is designed

and carried out independent of, but in coordination with, any employees of the entities who develop a process,
product, strategy, or practice and are implementing it.” According to Education, this independence helps ensure the
objectivity of an evaluation and prevents the appearance of a conflict of interest.
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grantees, and Education officials said Abt will provide annual addendums on findings from
additional cohorts. Independent evaluators are also required to contribute to an annual data
collection effort for the purposes of i3 annual reporting.

According to Education, Abt’s technical assistance helps maximize the strength of project
evaluations. In addition, a primary goal of the i3 program is to ensure that projects contribute
significantly to improving the information available to practitioners and policymakers about which
practices work, for which types of students, and in what contexts. Education expects project
evaluations for scale-up and validation grants to meet What Works Clearinghouse (WWC)
standards and expects project evaluations for development grants to provide evidence of the
innovation’s promise for improving student outcomes.®” The WWC uses evidence standards to
assess the strengths and weaknesses of a study’s methodology, such as the type of design it
uses, the quality of the study’s data, and the appropriateness of the study’s statistical
procedures. For example, the WWC has a standard by which it assesses the likelihood that a
study’s findings may be biased due to attrition of study participants over time.* The WWC has
three rating categories that indicate the level of evidence provided by the study with respect to
an innovation’s effectiveness: Meets Evidence Standards (study provides strong evidence for an
innovation’s effectiveness), Meets Evidence Standards with Reservations (study provides
weaker evidence for an innovation’s effectiveness), Does Not Meet Evidence Standards (study
provides insufficient evidence for an innovation’s effectiveness). Education officials said 77 of 92
i3 project evaluations currently have the potential to meet WWC standards.>®

Agency Comments

We provided a draft of this report to the Secretary of Education for review and comment.
Education provided technical comments, which we incorporated into the report as appropriate.

We are sending copies of this report to the appropriate congressional committees and the
Secretary of Education. In addition, the report is available at no charge on GAO’s Web site at
http://www.gao.gov.

If you or your staff has any questions about this report, please contact me at (202) 512-7215 or
scottg@gao.gov. Contact points for our Offices of Congressional Relations and Public Affairs
may be found on the last page of this report. In addition to the contact named above, Elizabeth
Morrison, Assistant Director, Nisha R. Hazra, and Daren Sweeney, made key contributions to
this report. Also contributing to this report were Deborah Bland, Holly Dye, Alex Galuten,
Monika Gomez, Jean McSween, and Mimi Nguyen.

37 The WWC is a federal source of evidence about effective education practices. The WWC, which was created in
2002 by Education’s Institute of Education Sciences, is operated by an independent contractor that conducts
systematic reviews of education research and disseminates information on its website about the effectiveness of the
practices reported in these research studies. For more information, see GAO, Department of Education: Improved
Dissemination and Timely Product Release Would Enhance the Usefulness of the What Works Clearinghouse, GAO-
10-644 (Washington, D.C.: July 23, 2010).

38 For more information, see Institute of Education Sciences, What Works Clearinghouse Procedures and Standards
Handbook, v. 2.1, (Washington, D.C.: Sept. 2011).

39 Education officials noted that the other 15 projects may still provide information on whether an innovation works,
but may not meet WWC standards.

Page 16 GAO-14-211R Investing in Innovation Fund


http://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-10-644�
http://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-10-644�

Sincerely Yours,

Lo A B

George A. Scott
Director, Education, Workforce,
and Income Security Issues

Enclosures - 1

Page 17 GAO-14-211R Investing in Innovation Fund



Enclosure 1: List of Congressional Committees

The Honorable Tom Harkin

Chairman

The Honorable Lamar Alexander

Ranking Member

Committee on Health, Education,
Labor and Pensions

United States Senate

The Honorable Thomas Carper

Chairman

The Honorable Tom Coburn

Ranking Member

Committee on Homeland Security and
Governmental Affairs

United States Senate

The Honorable Tom Harkin

Chairman

The Honorable Jerry Moran

Ranking Member

Subcommittee on Labor, Health and Human Services,
Education, and Related Agencies

Committee on Appropriations

United States Senate

The Honorable John P. Kline

Chairman

The Honorable George Miller

Ranking Member

Committee on Education and the Workforce
House of Representatives

The Honorable Darrell E. Issa

Chairman

The Honorable Elijah Cummings

Ranking Member

Committee on Oversight and Government Reform
House of Representatives

The Honorable Jack Kingston

Chairman

The Honorable Rosa DelLauro

Subcommittee on Labor, Health and Human Services,
Education, and Related Agencies

Committee on Appropriations

House of Representatives

(131262)
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