Federal Discretionary Grant Management: A Workbook for SEA Project Directors
Congratulations on your new role! Managing a federal discretionary grant within a State Education Agency (SEA) requires a unique blend of programmatic vision and rigorous fiscal compliance. This workbook is designed to help you organize your first 90 days and establish a sustainable management rhythm over the first year and through the rest of the project.

Phase 1: Foundational Materials for a New Award
Before launching activities, you must understand the "rules of the game."
1.1 Grant Document Audit Locate and centralize the following documents. These are your "North Star."
	Document
	Purpose
	

	Grant Award Notification (GAN)
	Official legal document; contains the PR/Award number, funding amount, and period of performance.
	

	Approved Narrative
	The specific goals, activities, and logic model you committed to.
	

	Approved Budget & Justification
	Detailed breakdown of how funds must be spent.
	

	EDGAR / 2 CFR 200
	The federal "Uniform Guidance" regulations for grants.
	


1.2 Key Stakeholder Directory Identify the internal and external partners you will need on speed dial.
· Federal Program Officer (FPO): Your primary contact at the U.S. Department of Education.
· SEA Fiscal/Grants Office Liaison: The person who handles draw downs in G5 and financial reporting.
· Data/Evaluation Lead: The person who who will track the performance measures.
· Procurement/Contracting Officer: The person who is managing sub-awards or vendor contracts.

Phase 2: Performance & Timeline Management
Federal grants are driven by the GPRA (Government Performance and Results Act) measures, also known as PROGRAM measures and your specific project objectives and measures, also known as PROJECT measures. 
Template: Project Milestones Tracker Use this to translate your multi-year narrative into actionable quarterly tasks.
	Objective
	Key Activity
	Person Responsible
	Target Date
	Status

	Ex: Hire Evaluator
	Draft RFP for external evaluation
	Project Director
	Oct 1
	Not Started

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	


Pro-Tip: Schedule a "Connection Before Content" meeting with your project team. Before diving into the technical milestones, ensure everyone understands the "why" behind the grant and feels connected to the mission.

Phase 3: Fiscal Stewardship & Compliance
In an SEA, "braiding" and "blending" funds is common, but discretionary grant funds must remain distinct.
3.1 The "Allowability" Test Before approving any expense, ask:
1. Is it Necessary for the performance of the award?
2. Is it Reasonable (market price)?
3. Is it Allocable (solely for this project)?
4. Is it Consistent with SEA policies?
Template: Budget Burn Rate Tracker Update this monthly with your Fiscal Office to avoid "under-spending" (which risks future funding) or "over-spending."
	Budget Category
	Total Awarded
	Expended to Date
	Remaining Balance
	% Remaining

	Personnel/Fringe
	
	
	
	

	Travel
	
	
	
	

	Equipment
	
	
	
	

	Supplies
	
	
	
	

	Contractual
	
	
	
	

	Indirect Costs
	
	
	
	



Phase 4: Reporting & Documentation
"If it isn't documented, it didn't happen."
4.1 The Annual Performance Report (APR) Mark your calendar for the APR window (Directions via the Dear Colleague Letter (DCL) are sent in early February and contain any changes to reporting requirements in the APR, budget and performance data timeline ends in March, report due early May). You will need:
· Progress on each GPRA (PROGRAM) and project measure.
· Success stories and "lessons learned."
· Explanations of why the data look the way they do.
4.2 Time and Effort Reporting Ensure all staff funded by the grant are completing "Time and Effort" logs (e.g., Semi-Annual Certifications or Personnel Activity Reports) to comply with federal audit requirements.

Phase 5: Monitoring Sub-Grantees
If your grant involves sub-awarding funds to districts (LEAs) or non-profits:
· Risk Assessment: Evaluate sub-grantees' financial health and internal control before awarding.
· Desktop Monitoring: Monthly review of their invoices and progress reports.
· On-Site Monitoring: Periodic visits to verify programmatic implementation.

When managing Federal discretionary grants within a State Education Agency (SEA), procurement is often the highest-risk area for audits. Whether you are issuing sub-awards to local districts or contracting with vendors, staying compliant with EDGAR and 2 CFR 200 is essential.
Here is a guide to the "Do’s and Don’ts" for both processes.
Part 1: Sub-Awards (Granting to LEAs or Non-Profits)
Sub-awards are typically used when you are passing through funds to another entity to carry out a portion of the federal program’s goals.
	Do
	Don’t

	DO conduct a Pre-Award Risk Assessment. Evaluate the entity’s financial systems and history with federal funds before signing the agreement.
	DON’T assume all districts are "low risk." Even established entities may have recent audit findings that require special conditions.

	DO clearly define Performance Goals in the sub-award agreement. Tie the funding to specific outcomes, not just a timeline.
	DON’T issue "blank check" awards. Every dollar must be tied to the approved project narrative and budget.

	DO verify Indirect Cost Rates. Ensure the sub-recipient has a federally negotiated rate or is using the 10% de minimis rate correctly.
	DON’T allow a sub-recipient to charge an arbitrary administrative fee that hasn't been negotiated or approved.

	DO perform Active Monitoring. Review their financial reports against their programmatic progress at least quarterly.
	DON’T wait until the end of the grant year to check in. Recovering misspent funds from a sub-recipient is extremely difficult.



Part 2: Contracts (Purchasing Goods or Services)
Contracts are used when you are purchasing a product or service from a vendor (e.g., an external evaluator, software, or specialized training).
	Do
	Don’t

	DO maintain Full and Open Competition. Ensure your Request for Proposals (RFP) is public and provides a level playing field for all vendors.
	DON’T engage in "Sole Sourcing" unless it meets the very narrow federal exceptions (e.g., public exigency or a unique provider).

	DO perform an Independent Cost Estimate before receiving bids. You must have a sense of what the service should cost to determine if bids are "reasonable."
	DON’T accept a vendor's price just because it fits within your budget. You must still demonstrate that the price is "reasonable" for the market.

	DO check the System for Award Management (SAM.gov). You must verify that a contractor has not been debarred or suspended from receiving federal funds.
	DON’T sign a contract with any entity that is excluded from federal procurement. This is a major audit "red flag."

	DO keep a Detailed Procurement File. Document every step: the RFP, the evaluation of bids, the rationale for selection, and the final contract.
	DON’T rely on verbal agreements or informal quotes for high-dollar purchases. If it isn't documented in the file, it didn't happen.



Part 3: The "Gray Area" (Sub-Award vs. Contract)
One of the most common mistakes for new Directors is misclassifying a relationship.
· It is likely a Sub-Award if: The entity has its performance measured against federal objectives and has responsibility for programmatic decision-making.
· It is likely a Contract if: The entity provides similar goods or services to many different purchasers and operates in a competitive environment.
Pro-Tip: If you are unsure, consult your SEA’s legal or grants office. A misclassification can lead to incorrect reporting and issues during a federal monitoring visit.
Working with a State Education Agency (SEA) budget office requires a "trust but verify" approach. While the budget office handles the mechanics of the money, you are ultimately responsible for ensuring the spending aligns with the federal grant narrative.
Here is a checklist to help you establish a seamless partnership with your fiscal agent.

Phase 1: The Internal "Handshake" (First 30 Days)
Before spending begins, ensure you and your fiscal liaison are reading the same map.
· [ ] Review the Grant Award Notification (GAN): Meet with your fiscal lead to highlight "Special Conditions" or restricted codes (e.g., "Funds cannot be used for food" or "Construction is prohibited").
· [ ] Map the Chart of Accounts: Ensure the federal budget categories (Personnel, Travel, etc.) match the state’s internal accounting codes.
· [ ] Confirm Drawing Procedures: Understand how the SEA "draws down" federal cash. Is it on a reimbursement basis or an advanced schedule?
· [ ] Establish "Sign-off" Authority: Explicitly define who has the power to approve an invoice. (e.g., Can a Program Manager sign, or must it be the Director?)

Phase 2: Monthly Maintenance & Reconciliation
The most common pitfall is a "lag" between programmatic activity and fiscal recording.
· [ ] Monthly Reconciliation: Compare your internal tracking (what you think you spent) against the official state ledger. Address any discrepancies immediately.
· [ ] Burn Rate Analysis: Are you 50% through the year but only 10% through the budget? Discuss "underspending" early so you can request a budget amendment if needed.
· [ ] Obligation Tracking: Ensure the fiscal office tracks "obligations" (money committed via contract) and not just "liquidations" (money already paid out).
· [ ] Check Indirect Cost Charges: Verify that the state is pulling the correct negotiated indirect cost rate and not over-charging the grant.

Phase 3: Personnel & Time Tracking
Personnel is usually the largest budget line and the most scrutinized in federal audits.
· [ ] Verify "Time and Effort" Logs: Ensure any staff member funded by the grant (even partially) is completing their certifications or Personnel Activity Reports (PARs).
· [ ] Fringe Benefit Check: Confirm that fringe benefits (health, retirement) are being charged proportionally to the salary percentage covered by the grant.
· [ ] Position Control: If a staff member leaves, notify the budget office immediately to "freeze" that line so funds aren't accidentally pulled for a different department.

Phase 4: Procurement & Vendor Payments
Fiscal agents often act as the gatekeepers for contracts.
· [ ] Pre-Encumbrance Check: Before signing a contract, have the budget office confirm that the specific "pot" of money has enough uncommitted funds.
· [ ] Vendor Setup: Confirm that new vendors or sub-grantees are correctly set up in the state’s financial system with a valid UEI (Unique Entity Identifier).
· [ ] Invoice Verification: Never allow the fiscal office to pay an invoice without your programmatic "OK" that the work was actually completed.

Phase 5: The "Red Flag" Warning System
Set up a system for the budget office to alert you if:
· [ ] A sub-grantee hasn't requested a reimbursement in over 90 days.
· [ ] An expense is flagged as "unallowable" by a state auditor.
· [ ] The grant's "Period of Performance" is within 60 days of closing.

The Golden Rule for SEA Directors: Your budget office lives in spreadsheets; you live in the grant narrative. Your job is to translate the two. If you see a number that doesn't make sense, ask for the "Object Class Code" breakdown immediately.

Monthly Fiscal-Programmatic Alignment Meeting
Date: [Insert Date]
Grant Name/PR Number: [Insert Grant ID]
Attendees: Project Director, Fiscal Liaison, Grants Manager
1. Reconciliation Review (The "Paperwork Check")
Goal: Ensure your internal records match the state’s official ledger.
· Total Expenditures to Date: Review the most recent "Budget vs. Actuals" report.
· Pending Encumbrances: Identify any contracts or purchase orders that are "in the system" but not yet paid out (liquidated).
· Discrepancy Check: Are there any charges on the ledger that don’t belong to this grant? (e.g., miscoded travel or supplies from another department).
2. Burn Rate & Obligations (The "Strategy Check")
Goal: Avoid a "use it or lose it" crisis at the end of the fiscal year.
· Projected Spending: Based on upcoming activities (conferences, site visits, or summer institutes), what is the estimated spend for the next 30/60 days?
· Under-spending Risk: If spending is lower than the projected 1/12th per month, do we need to initiate a Budget Amendment with the Federal Program Officer?
· Contractual Milestones: Are vendors/contractors submitting invoices on time? Identify any stalled payments.
3. Personnel & Effort Reporting (The "Audit Check")
Goal: Secure the largest portion of your budget.
· Time & Effort Status: Have all staff funded by this grant signed their certifications for the previous period?
· Staffing Changes: Any new hires or departures? Confirm that the "Position Control" numbers are correctly mapped to the grant’s funding string.
· Fringe Benefits: Confirm the fringe rate being applied matches the current negotiated state rate.
4. Sub-Award Oversight (If Applicable)
Goal: Ensure flow-through funds are moving and compliant.
· LEA/Sub-grantee Draws: Review which sub-grantees have not drawn down funds in the last 60 days. (Note: Inactivity is often a sign of programmatic struggle).
· High-Risk Flags: Discuss any sub-grantees that have been flagged for questionable costs or missing documentation.
5. Upcoming Deadlines & Action Items
· Next Federal Report: Date for the next Annual Performance Report (APR) or Financial Status Report (SF-425).
· Immediate Needs: (e.g., "I need a new UEI verified for a vendor," or "We need to reallocate $5,000 from Travel to Supplies").

Internal Meeting Log (Template)
	Action Item
	Responsible Party
	Due Date

	Ex: Correct miscoded hotel charge
	Fiscal Liaison
	Friday

	
	
	


This calendar is structured around the Federal Fiscal Year (October 1 – September 30). For an SEA Project Director, this cycle is a balancing act between starting new activities, monitoring sub-grantees, and preparing for that critical May reporting window.

Federal Grant Management: Year-at-a-Glance
Fiscal Year: October 1 – September 30 | Annual Report: Early May
Quarter 1: Launch & Alignment (October – December)
Focus: Setting the stage for the new funding year.
· October 1: New Fiscal Year begins. Ensure the Budget Office has "loaded" the new year’s funds into the state accounting system.
· October: Hold a "Kickoff Meeting" with internal staff and sub-grantees to review goals for the year.
· November: Conduct a First Quarter Reconciliation. Verify that any "carryover" funds from the previous year are correctly accounted for.
· December: Finalize any RFPs or contracts for external evaluators or vendors to ensure they can begin work by mid-year.
Quarter 2: Monitoring & Data Collection (January – March)
Focus: Gathering evidence and checking sub-grantee health.
· January: Mid-year "Time and Effort" certifications. Ensure all staff have signed off on their July–December hours.
· February: Conduct "Desktop Monitoring" of sub-grantees. Review their spending to see who is lagging (underspending).
· March: Data Freeze. Start pulling preliminary data for the May Annual Performance Report (APR). Don't wait until April to find out a district hasn't collected their metrics.
· Late March: Review the Budget Burn Rate. If you have significant savings, start drafting a budget amendment request.
Quarter 3: The Reporting Sprint (April – June)
Focus: Accountability and looking ahead.
· April: Draft the Annual Performance Report (APR). Coordinate with the Evaluation Lead and Fiscal Office to ensure numbers match.
· Early May: APR Submission Deadline. Submit the report to your Federal Program Officer (FPO).
· May: Begin planning for the next fiscal year’s activities and internal budget requests.
· June: Conduct site visits or intensive technical assistance for any sub-grantees flagged as "high risk" during the Q2 review.
Quarter 4: Closeout & Preparation (July – September)
Focus: Cleaning up the books and preventing "reversion" of funds.
· July: Second "Time and Effort" certification window (for January–June).
· August: The "Final Push" for Spending. Ensure all invoices for the current year are submitted. Check with the Budget Office on "liquidation" deadlines.
· September 1: Final reconciliation. Ensure all obligations (contracts) are signed before the Sept 30 cutoff.
· September 30: End of Fiscal Year. Ensure all "Period of Performance" requirements are met.

Key Recurring Reminders
· Monthly: Fiscal-Programmatic Alignment Meeting (using the agenda provided previously).
· Quarterly: Drawdown review. Ensure the SEA is pulling federal cash regularly to avoid "large balance" flags from the U.S. Department of Education.
· Ongoing: Keep your "Grant Evidence Folder" updated with meeting minutes, sign-in sheets, and artifacts for future audits.

