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Replacing a Grant Application Reviewer 

Purpose

To provide U.S. Department of Education (ED) discretionary grant teams with guidance and standard procedures for replacing a grant application reviewer when he/she is either unable or unwilling to perform his or her job.

Background

In late May 1999, the U.S. General Accounting Office (GAO) began a review of ED's discretionary grant process.  One area of their focus was ED's use of grant application reviewers.  Shortly after, ED established a GAO Response Team (Team) comprised of representatives from each Principal Office to work directly with the Grants Policy and Oversight Staff (GPOS).  The Team was tasked with addressing GAO's recommendations and improving ED's discretionary grant award process.

The Team shared a similar concern, expressed separately by GAO, that ED needed a written policy on the protocol that program officials must follow to identify and document actions taken when it became necessary to replace a reviewer after the start of the review process.  The following policy is designed to ensure that ED has a uniform policy for replacing reviewers and documenting these decisions.

Policy

It is ED policy that all program offices include in the Application Technical Review Plan (Technical Review Plan) for the grant competition the process for replacing a reviewer.

Replacing Reviewers Who Have Emergencies

A competition manager may replace a reviewer after a competition review has begun if the reviewer has an emergency that prohibits him/her from participating in the review.

Procedures:  The procedures established and described in the Technical Review Plan must ensure that:

· The removal is documented in the competition file and other records as appropriate;

· The replacement reviewer is qualified as specified in the Technical Review Plan;

· The replacement reviewer is assigned a sufficient number of applications to ensure fair and  equitable treatment of applications;

· The replacement reviewer is provided orientation, training and consultation comparable to that provided to other reviewers.

Documentation:  At a minimum, the documentation regarding the replacement of the reviewer should include:

· Explanation of the reason for the replacement and the process used to assign applications to the replacement reviewer;

· The number of applications assigned to the panel;

· The number of applications reviewed by the original reviewer;

· If applicable, the number of the original reviewer’s reviews that cannot be used , (e.g. not enough applications read, too many applications read to allow the replacement reviewer to properly evaluate applications in the context of the competition);

· Explanation of the steps taken to ensure that both the original and replacement reviewer have reviewed sufficient applications to ensure fair and equitable treatment of applications;

· The number of applications reviewed by the replacement reviewer.

Replacing Reviewers Whose Actions Threaten the Fair and Equitable Treatment of all Applications 

A competition manager may, in rare circumstances, replace a reviewer after a competition review has begun or been completed in order to guarantee that applications receive fair and equitable treatment.  This would only occur after other efforts to resolve the problems have failed.   A disparity in scores with other reviewers is not in itself a reason to replace a reviewer.

Replacing Reviewers: General Conditions 

The competition manager may find it necessary to replace a reviewer if the work products of the reviewer do not meet the review standards established in the Technical Review Plan or if the reviewer’s actions result in the unfair or inequitable treatment of applications.  Minimal review standards must include the following:

· Scores must be well-documented and comments must reflect the assigned score;

· Comments must be written in a professional way and provide meaningful information regarding the strengths and weaknesses of the application/project, whether the project is funded or not;

· Reviewer must attend and participate in the panel discussions;

· Reviewer does not have a conflict of interest with one or more applications.

General Conditions under which a reviewer may not be replaced:

The competition manager may not replace a reviewer because of differences in professional judgement about the quality of an application.  Specifically, competition managers may not replace a reviewer because of:

· A disparity in scores with other reviewers unless the disparate scores are not well documented;

· ED staff’s disagreement with a reviewer’s substantive, well-documented assessment of an application.

Procedures: The procedures established and described in the Technical Review Plan must ensure that:

· The removal of the reviewer is documented in the funding memorandum and other records as appropriate (e.g., the reviewer evaluation form);

· The replacement reviewer is qualified as specified in the Technical Review Plan;

· The replacement reviewer is assigned a sufficient number of applications to ensure fair and  equitable treatment of applications;

· The replacement reviewer is provided orientation, training and opportunities for consultation comparable to that provided to other reviewers.

Documentation:  The documentation for removal of the reviewer must contain, at a minimum:

· The reviewer’s application review forms;

· Explanation of the reason for the replacement, including a description of the specific problem(s) encountered;

· Description of the efforts to resolve the problem prior to removal;

· The number of applications assigned to the panel;

· The number of applications reviewed by the original reviewer;

· The number of the original reviewer’s reviews that are not acceptable;

· The number of applications reviewed by the replacement reviewer.

Responsibilities

All grant teams are responsible for following the guidance in this bulletin.  Program managers or team leaders are responsible for implementing this policy in their organizations.

Copies of Grants Policy Bulletins

Copies of Grants Policy Bulletins and their attachments can be viewed, downloaded, and printed from the Grants Policy and Oversight Staff information site, located on the ED Intranet. The address is:
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