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Module 6: Study The Grant Review Process

Overview

Now that you have learned how to put your grant application together, it is helpful to understand how your application will be reviewed and evaluated (which results in the application being “scored” or “unscored”). This module describes what happens to your grant application once you submit it to SAMHSA.

Purpose of Module 6:

This module will give you an understanding of the grant application review process and how your grant application is processed through the steps of review.

Module 6 Learning Objectives:

During this module, you will
· Review SAMHSA’s screening and eligibility requirements

· Become acquainted with the Initial Review Group (IRG) and the scoring process

· View sample summary statement comments for scored or unscored applications

· Learn about the National Advisory Council’s review

· Learn about the funding decision and notification process

Module 6 Underlying Assumptions:

· SAMHSA’s ability to accomplish specific program objectives depends on the quality of its grant programs.

· Applications are subject to a dual review process to ensure that the program requirements are met and that the most meritorious projects receive funding.

· A grant is a legal instrument that reflects an assistance relationship between the Federal Government and the grantee project.

Module 6 Agenda

Topics to be discussed:

· Eligibility screening by SAMHSA
· Initial review group

· National Advisory Council

· Funding decision and notification process

Module 6: Study The Grant Review Process

Screening and Eligibility by SAMHSA

	Screening and Eligibility by SAMHSA

· The maintenance of equity for all applicants is a primary principle of the review process.
· One way to achieve equity is through the objective screening of published application requirements.  

· Applications are screened for compliance to format requirements.




As discussed earlier, eligibility and screening requirements must be met. When your application is received, it is reviewed for compliance to make sure it meets the basic requirements in the RFA.  This helps the process stay fair and equal to all.   
SAMHSA will return an application without it going through the review process if any of the following occur: 
· The applicant organization is ineligible for funding.

· The application is received after the due date.

· The application is incomplete.

· The application is not legible.

· The application exceeds the page limitations.

· The application does not conform to the format instructions.

· The application does not respond to the program guidelines.

· The material presented is not complete enough to permit an adequate review.

For your application to meet eligibility requirements and screening criteria, you must read and follow the specific submission instructions in the RFA. Check Part I for any RFA-specific language or requirements that may be included and Part II for standard requirements that all applicants must follow. 
NOTES:  


Initial Review Group (Scientific and Technical Merit Scoring Process)

	Initial Review Group

Scientific and Technical Merit Scoring Process

· SAMHSA’s Grant Review Branch manages the first level of the review process.
· This level of technical merit review is conducted by a group of qualified experts and consumers, referred to as the Initial Review Group (IRG).

· IRG members are primarily non-Federal experts who work in the substance abuse or mental health field, in universities or hospitals, or with community-based organizations or advocacy groups, or who have been consumers of substance abuse or mental health services.




The grant application review system rests on the assumption that the best advice on the scientific and technical merit of an application can be obtained by engaging qualified reviewers in a committee process that enables them to exchange views and discuss individual applications.  

What you should know about the IRG…

· The IRG is composed primarily of your peers. 

· The IRG members review each application that is assigned to them.

· They individually assign points to each application, based on the quality of the responses to the review criteria. The IRG members are instructed to assess an application based only on the information that is included in the application. They do not make assumptions about the application, nor do they provide other information that they may know if it is not included in the application.

· As a group, the IRG recommends either to score or not to score (“unscore”) the application. An application that is unscored goes no further in the review process.

· A recommendation to score an application means IRG members will independently and individually give a numerical score to each criterion; this results in an application receiving a priority score, a total number that falls between 100 and 500, with 100 being the best score.
· Each application stands alone and is never compared with another application during the review. 

· A statement that summarizes the IRB review of the application is developed. This statement becomes a part of the official grants record.

NOTES:  


Sample Strengths and Weaknesses Identified by IRGs

	Sample Strengths

Section B:  Project Plan
Strengths:

· Cultural competency is clearly woven throughout the project plan, beginning with a clear presentation of the literature, the need for the services, the description of the target population, and the gender-specific intervention proposed.




The information in this above slide is a strength based on a review criterion asking for a demonstration of cultural competence. 
Comments from IRG reviewers about why something appeared as a strength or a weakness are always based on the criteria found in the RFA. 
Most applications have both strengths and weaknesses. The quality of the entire application and its ability to meet the criteria determine whether an application has enough merit to be recommended for scoring and, if scored, how many points the IRG assigns it. 
	Sample Strengths

Section B:  Project Plan
Strengths:

· Representatives of the target population were involved in focus groups for project planning, and two seats on the Advisory Committee are reserved for consumers.

· Advisory Committee bylaws require a mixture of members reflecting the community demographics.




This slide illustrates an additional strength for the review criterion asking for target population involvement.  

	Sample Weaknesses

Section B:  Project Plan
Weaknesses:

· The application does not demonstrate how the target population has input into the design of the proposed project.

· It appears that the parent company directed the project goal and objectives without local community tailoring.

· The activities selected are from a rural area model, but there was no discussion about how to adapt it to the urban setting of the project.




Reviewers are specific on why something appeared as a strength or a weakness. This review criterion is asking for target population involvement and use of urban project settings.  

These types of comments might be made about both scored and unscored applications because both may have strengths and weaknesses. However, your goal is to submit an application that receives favorable comments from the IRG.  
Once the IRG summaries are prepared, the scored applications are ranked and sent to the National Advisory Council. 
NOTES:  


National Advisory Council (NAC)

	National Advisory Council (NAC)

· The second level of review involves the NAC.
· SAMHSA and each individual Center have separate NACs.

· The NAC comprises professionals from relevant scientific and health fields as well as individuals representing important interests in the public sector.

· The NAC provides policy advice on the Center’s programs and expenditure of Federal funding.

· The NAC may consider policy issues when reviewing summary statements.




SAMHSA’s NAC must concur with the IRG recommendation to score an application before an award can be made. Actual award decisions are made by appropriate Federal staff. The NAC wants to ensure that successfully scored applications also support the mission, goals, objectives, and priorities defined by SAMHSA or the specific Center. Therefore, it is important to understand the funding agency and write the application according to the RFA criteria.  Grant program budgets are limited, which means that awards are usually limited to the best-scoring applications. This makes the application process extremely competitive. 
NOTES:  


Summary Statement—Your Report Card!

	Summary Statement

Your report card!





A final summary statement for each application is developed. The statement reflects the review, discussion, and evaluation of the application and serves as the official record of the review.  

The summary statement either indicates a score for the application or states that the IRG did not find sufficient technical merit in the application to give it a score (i.e., “unscored”). The summary statement helps prepare you for future grant-writing efforts by letting you know where your application is strong and where it needs more work.  
NOTES:  


Funding Decision and Notification Process

	Funding Decision and
Notification Process

· Following the review process, all applicants receive a letter from SAMHSA that indicates whether the application was scored or unscored.
· The letter includes the summary statement developed by the IRG.

· Applicants whose applications are funded receive additional notification from the Grants Management Office in a Notification of Grant Award (NOGA).




The SAMHSA Grant Review Branch organizes all the responses and sends letters to every grant applicant telling you whether your application was scored or unscored. 

The letter that tells you whether your application has been scored or not doesn’t tell you if you have or will be funded. If you have questions about the funding decision, contact the program contact listed in the SAMHSA announcement.  
If you have been granted funding, you will receive another mailing of materials called a Notification of Grant Award (NOGA), which will provide additional guidance, policy, and procedures. 
Remember, just as in any competition, if you “played” your best, learn from it. Whether you win or lose, if you review your lessons learned, next time you will be even more successful!   
NOTES:  


Summary Points to Remember…

	Take-Home Points and Summary

· Understanding the review criteria is the first step in developing an application outline that conforms to the RFA requirements.
· Knowing how your application will be screened and evaluated gives you the opportunity to conduct your own review before submitting your application.

· The review process is rigorous and very competitive to help SAMHSA implement its priorities effectively, use tax dollars efficiently, and support community service development.

· Because the process is competitive, not all scored applications receive funding.

· Successful SAMHSA grantees contribute to the national body of knowledge and understanding of effective approaches to critical substance abuse and mental health concerns.
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