June 3, 2009
To: 

KIDS COUNT Network Grantees

From: 

Don Crary, Jann Jackson, Laura Beavers, and Cindy Guy
Re: 
Request for Proposals:  Policy Research and Advocacy on Closing the Early Grade School Achievement Gap

In recent months, the Foundation has decided to focus more intensively on the issue of reading proficiency in the early elementary grades, laying the groundwork for a national initiative to promote achievement of grade level reading by the end of third grade for all children.  This initiative will include efforts to close the early grade achievement gap through reforms and interventions that help disadvantaged children (including low-income children, English language learners, and many children of color) become competent readers by the end of third grade.  

Over the past several years, the Foundation has earmarked a pool of funds to offer support to KIDS COUNT grantees that have unique opportunities to work on state level policy issues that fall within the interest areas of the Casey Foundation.  We propose to build upon this existing grant program by funding selected KIDS COUNT grantees to undertake research and data development projects that will strengthen state-level advocacy around the  issue of early grade school success (including grade-level reading proficiency) and contribute to the Foundation’s knowledge base and national advocacy agenda.   A limited number of grants will be available to KIDS COUNT grantees in states where there are clear opportunities to use data and research to raise the achievement gap issue, and encourage adoption or expansion of new or stronger policies that will help close the school achievement gaps in areas including early grade reading proficiency. 
The Foundation recognizes that a wide range of factors contribute to early academic deficits, disparities, and success, including health, home environment, parenting practices, family income, neighborhood conditions, quality of child care, preschool &  elementary education. The Foundation is prepared to support projects that focus on any one or combination of these factors, provided the project uses data to establish the connection to early grade school success, defined to include grade level  reading proficiency  as measured by  the fourth grade National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP).  
As additional resources, we provide a one-page description of the Foundation’s emerging work around Grade Level Reading, and a link to a  recent report by McKinsey and Company that analyzes the role and interaction of race, income, and system characteristics as contributors to the achievement gap. The report raises issues and challenges hypotheses regarding the root causes of the achievement gap, pointing out that: 

Important performance gaps exist at every level in American education: among states, among districts within states, among schools within districts, and among classrooms within schools. This confirms what intuition would suggest and research has indicated: differences in public policies, system-wide strategies, school site leadership, teaching practice, and perhaps other systemic investments can fundamentally influence student achievement. (http://www.mckinsey.com/clientservice/socialsector/achievement_gap_report.pdf )
In order to achieve maximum impact with the limited funds available, we have established the following criteria for selecting the work to be funded: 

· The proposed work must be directed toward state policies or programs that clearly contribute to  school success in the early grades, and use data to document their positive or negative connection to success in school;
· The proposed work must document disparities among subpopulations affected by those policies and programs; 

· Success in school must be defined in a way that explicitly includes achievement of early grade-level reading proficiency as measured by the fourth grade NAEP;
·  The KIDS COUNT organization requesting funding must have a history and experience working in the identified policy area, or demonstrate the capacity to expand into the area;
· There must be some unique circumstance or opportunity in the applicant’s state which makes the proposed work timely and relevant, therefore increasing the likelihood of success.
 

Grants will be made to support activities including:  Preparing research briefs on policies that affect this issue; Developing or implementing a communications plan that uses research and data to inform policy makers and promote reform; Developing and utilizing new data sources related to the achievement gap; Analyzing effectiveness of programs and policies designed to close the achievement gap in your state.
 

We anticipate the grants made from this fund will be approximately $30,000 - $40,000 each.  We anticipate making approximately five grant awards from these funds during the current calendar year. Funding decisions will be made by Foundation staff based on the merits and feasibility of the proposed work.   Proposal are due July 10, 2009.
If your organization is currently involved in work that meets these criteria and you would like to request funding, you should submit a brief (3-4) page description of the work which:
· Addresses each of the criteria listed above. Explain clearly why this grant is timely and what new opportunities or circumstances exist this year around the proposed work
· Provides start- and end-dates within a 12-month period. 
· Includes tangible “what would success look like” outcomes.  (Please include bulleted performance measures by which you plan to track progress towards those outcomes. For example, if the grant is to support the development of a timely policy brief, who would ideally be moved to action by the brief, what changes would it result in  and how would you measure that change or the steps towards that change) 
· Includes a budget for the requested amount and any matching or in-kind funds that will support the project.

Proposals should be submitted electronically to cguy@aecf.org.  Please contact Don Crary (dcrary@aecf.org), Jann Jackson (jjackson@aecf.org), or Cindy Guy cguy@aecf.org  if you have any questions.
