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Iowa Peer Review Process
Iowa conducts an annual peer review of applications for 21st Century Community Learning Centers grant funding. This is a very competitive grant program, thus, the peer review process is critical to ensuring the best applications are funded and that unsuccessful applicants are able to improve their future applications. Well-trained and competent reviewers are critical to providing quality before school, after school and summer programming to our youth most in need. 
The Iowa Department of Education has developed the following peer review framework to ensure a fair, consistent process.
 Important Dates for Reviewers and Facilitators – FY16
FY16 21CCLC Peer Review Timeline
	Date
	Activity

	October 23, 2015
	Peer Reviewer and Facilitator Applications Due by Noon

	November 2, 2015
	Peer Reviewer and Facilitator Notice of Acceptance

	November 11, 2015
	Reviewer and Facilitator Online Training Webinar (9:00 – 10:30 a.m.)

	November 11, 2015
	Facilitators (only) must be available for an additional half-hour training following the peer review training (10:30 – 11:00 a.m.)

	December 18, 2015
	Reviewers Receive Applications to Read and Score

	January 11, 2016
	Reviewers submit all individual scores and comments to their assigned facilitator by this date, by Noon. 

	January 21, 2016
	Reviewer Conference



Application
Each prospective reviewer and facilitator is required to submit an application to the Iowa Department of Education detailing their experience, credentials, and other information relevant to serving as a peer reviewer and facilitator for the Iowa 21st Century Community Learning Centers program. Applicants will be asked to note their preference to serve as a reviewer or facilitator. Reviewers will be expected to individually read and score with justification (comments) each application assigned to them.  Comments will be required for each item regardless of score. Facilitators will each lead a team of reviewers and will be responsible for compiling all scores prior to the readers’ conference and making sure each item is justified with substantive comments. If comments are still needed, the facilitator will be responsible for following up with the reviewer to complete their scoring. The day of the readers conference, facilitators will lead the reviewers through discussion to consensus score each application. The facilitator will complete the final consensus scoring form to be submitted with all individual review forms to the Iowa Department of Education. Expectations are clearly listed for each role. The Iowa Afterschool Alliance is under contract with the Department to process applications, train reviewers, and facilitate the peer review process.
The applications are reviewed and individuals are selected based on the following competencies. 
Required Reviewer Competencies:
· Experience writing or reviewing grants with multiple scoring criteria. 
· Experience in youth development, education, parent supports, and/or related field. Diverse expertise among reviewers is desired. 
· Knowledge of the 21st Century Community Learning Centers program as described in the Request for Applications (RFA). 
· Awareness of personal conflicts of interest and reporting the same to Iowa Department of Education staff.
· Ability to write constructive comments for each scoring criterion. Comments are required to justify all scores.  
Required Facilitator Competencies:
· Ability to facilitate discussions among adults to reach consensus.
· Experience writing or reviewing grants with multiple scoring criteria. 
· Experience in youth development, education, parent supports, and/or related field. Diverse expertise among reviewers and facilitators is desired.
· Knowledge of the 21st Century Community Learning Centers program as described in the Request for Applications (RFA). 
· Awareness of personal conflicts of interest and reporting the same to Iowa Department of Education staff.
· Ability to identify constructive comments for each scoring criterion. Comments are required to justify all scores.  
Participating in the peer review process is an ideal way to learn more about the 21CCLC program and the components of a good proposal. It is also a chance to network with other education, youth development, and grant professionals in a structured setting.
Reviewer and facilitator applications are due on October 23, 2015 by Noon. A notice of acceptance will be provided by November 2, 2015 to those reviewers and facilitators who evidence satisfactory competence in their application. 

Training
To ensure all reviewers and facilitators (volunteers) are sufficiently knowledgeable to score consistently and fairly, the Iowa Department of Education provides training for all volunteers. Prior to the online training, attendance at which is mandatory for both reviewers and facilitators, all volunteers are asked to familiarize themselves with the RFA. The scoring rubric used by reviewers and facilitators is included in the RFA so applicants are well aware of scoring criteria as they write their proposals. 
The volunteers are required to attend a webinar training at the assigned date prior to reading and scoring applications. Exceptions may be made; however, live participation is strongly encouraged so that volunteers may ask questions. The training provides comprehensive information on the program purpose, components, application requirements, scoring criteria, and the application and review process. Due to a lack of substantive comments in past review processes, significant time and practice will be focused on writing constructive comments according to the scoring criteria. Both reviewers and facilitators will be provided examples of substantive, constructive comments – both for high and low scoring submissions – and be given multiple chances to practice. 
Because of the unique roles of reviewers and facilitators, additional time will be added to the online training focusing specifically on the role and responsibility of the facilitator. It will be important that all volunteers receive the reviewer training; facilitators, similarly, need a good understanding of the 21st Century Community Learning Centers program and how to write good scoring justifications. Additionally, facilitators must facilitate consensus scoring among a team of individual reviewers. 
The facilitators’ training will include more information on their specific responsibilities of compiling individual scores, checking justifications, and guiding their team in consensus scoring. Facilitators will learn how to: communicate with individual reviewers when their justifications are not complete, how to effectively facilitate a small group of adults to reach consensus, how to prepare for the in-person readers conference, and what to do if scores are significantly divergent. These tools will ensure that a consistent, fair, and objective process is implemented each year and that only the highest quality applications are recommended for funding. 
Confidentiality and conflict of interest will be stressed during application, training, upon receiving applications to score, and during the readers’ conference. Each reviewer and facilitator will be required to sign agreements confirming that they will keep all applicant information and application content confidential and that they will not have any conflicts of interest. Volunteers are required to notify the Department with any issues regarding confidentiality or conflicts of interest immediately. No current applicants are allowed to participate in the peer review process. Iowa Department of Education staff is not allowed to serve as reviewers, but are encouraged to serve as facilitators. 


Reading and Scoring
Applications for funding are assigned to individual reviewers as teams; the Department seeks enough reviewers and facilitators to fill teams with at least three individual reviewers and one facilitator. This allows for multiple perspectives to inform the review and scoring of each application. Given the length of the narrative and the careful consideration required of each application, the Department seeks to limit the total number of applications read and scored by each team to five. This encourages more thoughtful reading and scoring of each application and ensures that only the best applications are recommended for funding. Facilitators do not read, but compile, all score sheets and serve as team leaders, providing additional support to reviewers.
The Department will provide all reviewers with electronic copies of the applications assigned them, as well as a copy of the scoring sheet that must be completed for each application. Each reviewer must make comments on each scoring item on the electronic form. These will be sent electronically to the facilitator to check over prior to the readers’ conference. All scoring forms will be printed for the readers’ conference and reviewers will sign each form they have submitted. All reviewers and the facilitator will sign the consensus score form upon completion of their discussions at the readers’ conference. 
Volunteers will be given, at minimum, three weeks to complete their scoring before the readers conference convenes in Central Iowa. 
Readers Conference
The readers’ conference is a full-day in-person meeting of all review teams. This is where individual reviewers come together in their teams to discuss and agree on a score that will be submitted on behalf of the team. The facilitator is responsible for leading the reviewers through discussion of each scoring item and making consensus justifications for each score. Consensus scores must be agreed upon and justified before the teams are allowed to leave. If additional time is needed, the Department will work with teams to complete their scoring as soon as possible. 
Lunch and refreshments are provided for all volunteers. The location is centralized to encourage statewide participation. The location is comfortable for the meeting requirements, and, if possible, additional rooms are reserved for the team discussions. The Department remains on-site all day to answer questions and receive signed scoring sheets for all reviewers and teams. Each team must check out with the Department staff person before leaving. Reviewers are asked to leave all printed applications for funding with the Department for disposal. 
Recommendations for Funding
Consensus scores are submitted to the Department as recommendations for funding. Consensus scores are rank-ordered and carefully considered by the program director and Department for final approval. Consensus scores and individual reviewer scores are compared. If significant discrepancies are found with little or no justification, the facilitator will be consulted and responsible for providing a substantive justification before final funding awards are decided. The Iowa Department of Education reserves the right to reduce any award request.

Application 
Prospective reviewers and facilitators submit an application to the Department. 


Notice of Acceptance
Reviewers and facilitators are notified that they have been accepted to participate. The number of reviewers and facilitators needed is based on the number of letters of intent to apply that are received by the Dept.


Training
Reviewers and facilitators are trained according to the RFA, rubric, and best practice. How to write meaningful, constructive comments  is emphasized. 


Reading and Scoring
Reviewers individually read and score each application. Facilitators compile all score sheets and assess the quality of comments. Score discrepancies are noted for conference discussion.


Conference
Faciliators lead their team of individual reviewers through a consensus scoring process. Comments are provided for each scoring item. Reviewer scores are submitted to the Department as recommendations for funding.
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