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Implementing an automated grants management system poses multi-dimensional challenges. Issues such as such as policy, process, technical approach, data conversion, testing, training and systems integration all must be addressed. The Department of Education hereafter the Department") has tackled those challenges and responded with a citizen-centric grants management solution that supports a broad grant recipient community, including state and local education agencies, institutions of higher education, non-profit and research organizations and adult and vocational education organizations.

Since 1996, the Department has worked to centralize and automate our grants management functions. The Department’s vision was to develop an electronic grants management system that encompassed the complete grant management lifecycle. The system had to support a shorter, more streamlined process that expedited making grant awards to the Department’s customers.

The Grant Administration and Payment System (GAPS) and e-Grants (http://e-Grants.ed.gov) comprise the Department's fully integrated and web-enabled grants management system.

The GAPS Story
The Department manages both discretionary and formula grant and loan programs to recipients across the U.S. and its territories. In 1996, the Department began a grants process overhaul. GAPS and its associated e-Payments web site were successfully developed and implemented in 1998.

To modernize the grants management functions, the Department replaced two separate legacy grants management and payment systems hosted on three different platforms. Data was cleaned up and converted to merge all financial and grant data into a single Oracle database. GAPS consolidated the functions of these two legacy systems and provided a Microsoft Windows-based user interface that is compliant with the Chief Financial Officer’s (CFO) Act and Joint Financial Management Improvement Program (JFMIP) for grant systems. The detailed data analysis and subsequent data conversion effort returned several million dollars in available funds to the Department.
 
GAPS supports grant planning, application, pre-award, grant award management, payments and grant closeout of the Department’s programs. This includes: 
· Publishing grant applications on the Web 

· Receiving, reviewing, and scoring applications 

· Generating award documents 

· Processing payment requests reporting 

· Performing other administrative tasks

It allows entry and tracking of financial status and review of progress report data submitted by hard copy or entered by grantees over the Web. GAPS also features extensive reporting and querying capabilities.


e-Payments Process $40 BillionAs an adjunct to the GAPS application, the e-Payments Web site allows recipients of grants to request payments online. Serving a community of more than 20,000 grant recipients, this web site allowed the funds disbursement process to migrate from the phone to the Web in just three months. Today, almost 98 percent of these transactions take place online, processing $40 billion annually and making this Web site one of the highest dollar-volume transactional Web sites on the Internet. 

Users can request funds, adjust the allocation of previously requested funds among multiple awards, modify previously requested amounts and perform basic reporting. Payment requests are reviewed using the internal system and transmitted to the Federal Reserve Bank for payment via an electronic funds transfer. A refund function allows recipients to return excess funds to the Department. All transactions are secured using Oracle database security and Secure Socket Layer encryption. The system has been in use for four years and has earned a reputation for being robust and well-designed. The Association of Government Accountants (AGA) formally recognized GAPS as a “Best Practices” Financial Management System at its 2000 Professional Development Conference.


e-Applications Get Customers On-Line
Since the successful launch of GAPS and e-Payments, the Department has moved aggressively to push its customer interactions to the Web, as part of what is now called the e-Grants suite of Web applications. In 1999, GAPS launched e-Application. This site, now expanded to support thousands of users, allows grant applicants to apply directly for their grants on-line. This is done in a connected, real-time mode, with data entry spanning the SF-424, SF-524, and file uploads of narrative information into the database. Each grant application can have multiple users associated with it and the application manager can assign privileges to each user for each section of the application. 


Compliant with Section 508, e-Application is designed with the goal of being fully compatible with the electronic screen readers used by the visually disabled. The e-GOV 2000 Government Solutions Center selected e-Application for a Trailblazer Award at the 2000 competition.

The Department continues to work to expand e-Grants with three additional Web sites:

· e-Reader, an online grant application evaluation Web site, allows grant evaluators or subject matter experts (referred to as "field readers”) to review and score submitted grant applications via the Web. 

· e-Reports, where recipients complete annual performance reports for multi-year grants over the Internet. 

· e-Administration, to be brought online in summer of 2002, supports administrative requests such as “change of Project Director” or “change of address” to further minimize paper and non-electronic data-related interaction with the grantee community.

After two years of operation, the e-Grants suite of Web applications was formally recognized by the AGA as a “Best Practices” Financial Management System at its 2001 Professional Development Conference. At FOSE 2002, e-Grants was selected as one of 16 finalists in the CIO Showcase of Excellence competition.

GAPS and e-Grants are integrated within the automated grants process. The figure below displays key components of GAPS grants processing:


GAPS Technical Specifications
GAPS is an end-to-end grants management system that is fully integrated into the Department’s financial system, Oracle Federal Financials.  The GAPS client-server application is custom-developed using a Sybase PowerBuilder development environment.  The application is served on Windows NT servers.  Approximately 4,000 Departmental staff members use GAPS on Windows desktops to perform functions associated with end-to-end grants management.  
 
The e-Grants architecture is designed around the Windows DNA model -- database<->COM<->ASP<->HTML. The design uses one COM object that resides on the Web servers.  The e-Grants sites run on a 3-node NT server cluster running Microsoft's Internet Information Server, which provides scalability and high performance.  The business layer was designed and implemented using Visual Basic 6.0.
 
The GAPS database schema is part of the U.S. Department of Education Central Automated Processing System (EDCAPS) database (Oracle version 8i), which resides on an 8-processor DEC Alpha Server running DEC UNIX. Using a combination of EDI, PERL, and other tools, interfaces to 28 internal and external systems were developed. As noted in the figure above, processing in GAPS and e-Grants takes place within this single database. GAPS and the e-Grants Web sites provide multiple views into the database with unique presentation layers to the user. The User ID schema across the sites and the internal application are completely unified with restrictions only where security is a factor.
 
e-Grants: A Success Story
The Department’s e-Grants solution serves its grant recipient community, which includes institutions of higher education, state and local education agencies, non-profit and research organizations and adult and vocational education organizations.  The Department’s vision was to develop an electronic grants management system that encompassed the complete grant management lifecycle.  Additionally, this system needed to support a shorter, more streamlined process that expedited making grant awards to the Department’s customers.  In addition to improving data quality and financial management for grant programs, the Department has achieved its vision with GAPS and e-Grants. 
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