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What GAO Found 
The Offices of Personnel Management (OPM) and Management and Budget 
(OMB) and the Chief Financial Officers Council (CFOC) have taken some steps 
to help ensure the federal grants workforce receives training. For example, OMB 
worked with the CFOC to issue five basic grants training modules and a “Career 
Roadmap” for grants managers; however, they did not widely publicize the 
resources. Many of the officials with whom GAO spoke at selected sub-agencies 
at the Departments of Health and Human Services (HHS), Agriculture (USDA), 
and Education (Education) were unfamiliar with the Career Roadmap and made 
limited use of the training resources. Further, OMB and CFOC do not collect 
detailed user data or feedback, limiting their abilities to determine the usefulness 
of these resources. 

GAO found that sub-agencies at HHS, USDA, and Education vary in following 
leading training practices for planning, designing, implementing, and evaluating 
their grants training programs. Additionally, HHS, USDA, and Education could 
not readily identify grants management specialists—the 1109 job series—or 
employees in other job series working on grants without querying each sub-
agency. These agencies cannot do so because their central offices do not have 
a reporting mechanism tracking their sub-agencies’ grants workforce. Further, 
agency central offices do not evaluate sub-agency grants training efforts. Without 
sufficient monitoring and oversight, the agencies cannot have reasonable 
assurance that their sub-agencies are sufficiently training their grants workforce 
so they have the necessary knowledge, skills, and abilities to properly manage, 
administer, and monitor the billions of dollars that the federal government spends 
on grants annually. 

Number of Grants Specialists and Non-Grants Specialists in the Grants Workforce at Selected 
Agencies as of March 2018 

 

View GAO-GAO-18-491. For more 
information, contact Robert Goldenkoff at 
(202) 512-2757 or goldenkoffr@gao.gov. 

Why GAO Did This Study 
In fiscal year 2017, the federal 
government awarded approximately 
$675 billion in grants to state and 
local governments. GAO was asked 
to review the federal grants 
workforce training. GAO reviewed (1) 
OPM’s, OMB’s, and the CFOC’s 
actions to address the grants 
workforce’s training needs; (2) the 
extent to which grants workforce 
training at selected agencies is 
consistent with leading practices; 
and (3) how selected agencies 
monitor and oversee training of their 
grants workforce. GAO selected 
HHS, USDA, and Education and 
several of their sub-agencies based 
on their grants spending and 
numbers of grants management 
specialists. GAO reviewed OPM and 
OMB memorandums and guidance, 
compared selected agency training 
practices against leading training 
practices, and interviewed officials.  

What GAO Recommends 
GAO is making five 
recommendations including that 
OMB, working with the CFOC, 
should (1) publicize the Career 
Roadmap and (2) collect data 
metrics and user feedback on its 
use. HHS, USDA, and Education 
should establish processes to 
centrally monitor and evaluate their 
grants training, including identifying 
the grants workforce and ensuring 
consistency with leading practices. 
HHS and USDA concurred, 
Education generally concurred, and 
OMB partially concurred with our 
recommendations. OPM had no 
comments on the report. 
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441 G St. N.W. 
Washington, DC 20548 

September 20, 2018 

The Honorable James Lankford 
Chairman 
Subcommittee on Regulatory Affairs and Federal Management 
Committee on Homeland Security and Governmental Affairs 
United States Senate 

Dear Mr. Chairman: 

In fiscal year 2017, the federal government awarded approximately $675 
billion in grants to state and local governments for a wide variety of 
purposes, including rural development programs such as housing 
assistance and business development; health and social services, such 
as the Children’s Health Insurance Program and mental health services; 
and education, such as hiring and training teachers and increasing 
student access to higher education. Federal grants play an important role 
in achieving national objectives and have grown considerably in value 
and complexity over the past three decades.1 Therefore, it is important 
that the federal workforce that manages, administers, and monitors grants 
has the necessary knowledge, skills, and abilities to perform these 
functions effectively. 

The important role that training plays in the effective management of 
grants can be seen, for example, in the fact that in December 2017, the 
Council of the Inspectors General on Integrity and Efficiency identified 
“grants oversight” as one of six critical issues in the federal government. 
The Council reported that grant subject matter experts “noted that the root 
of many problems with grant awards was a lack of resources and training 
on both sides of the grant process.”2 

                                                                                                                       
1Federal grant outlays to state and local governments have generally increased as 
measured in constant fiscal year 2016 dollars from $233 billion in fiscal year 1980 to $661 
billion in fiscal year 2016. GAO, Trends Affecting Government and Society, United States 
Government Accountability Office Strategic Plan 2018-2023, GAO-18-396SP 
(Washington, D.C.: Feb. 22, 2018). 
2Council of the Inspectors General on Integrity and Efficiency, Critical Issues Involving 
Multiple Offices of Inspector General (December 2017); The Council of the Inspectors 
General on Integrity and Efficiency is an independent entity established within the 
executive branch to address integrity, economy, and effectiveness issues that transcend 
individual government agencies and aid in the establishment of a professional, well-
trained and highly skilled workforce in the offices of inspectors general. 
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You asked us to review the training provided for the grants workforce. 
This report reviews (1) the actions the Office of Personnel Management 
(OPM), the Office of Management and Budget (OMB), and the Chief 
Financial Officers Council (CFOC) have taken to address the need for 
federal grants management training; (2) the extent to which grants 
workforce training at selected agencies is consistent with selected leading 
training practices; and (3) how selected agencies monitor and oversee 
training of their grants workforce. In addition, we provide information on 
certification standards for the grants workforce, including a comparison to 
the federal acquisition workforce, in appendix I. 

To address the first objective, we reviewed OPM and OMB 
memorandums and government-wide grants training resources. We also 
interviewed OPM and OMB staff responsible for strategic workforce 
planning and financial management, respectively, to obtain information on 
their roles and responsibilities for federal grants management training, 
among other topics. In addition, we used data from OPM’s Enterprise 
Human Resource Integration (EHRI) system to report government-wide 
data on the grants management specialist 1109 job series.3 The 1109 job 
series is a classification for those federal employees whose job 
responsibilities primarily involve management of grants. To determine the 
reliability of the EHRI data, we reviewed EHRI documentation and 
interviews from a previous GAO engagement completed in October 2016. 
We found no significant changes to the EHRI data reporting process and 
determined the EHRI data were sufficiently reliable for the purposes of 
this review. 

We identified training resources developed by the agencies and 
requested “Grants Training 101” and “Career Roadmap” website metrics 
from OMB on the total usage of these grants management resources. 
“Grants Training 101” is an introductory online course designed by OMB 
to provide a basic knowledge of grants and cooperative agreements and 
the “Career Roadmap” is a resource for workforce development and 
career progression of the federal financial assistance management 
workforce. OMB provided (1) user and course completion data for Grants 
Training 101 between December 2015 and November 2017 and (2) the 

                                                                                                                       
3EHRI is the primary government-wide source for information on federal employees. The 
EHRI data we analyzed include executive branch civilian employees, but do not include 
the U.S. Postal Service, most legislative or judicial branch employees, or intelligence 
agencies. 
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number of users and user sessions collected for the Career Roadmap 
Report website between September 2017 and January 2018. 

To select agencies for our review, we obtained and analyzed fiscal year 
2016 spending data from USAspending.gov.4 We selected the 
Departments of Health and Human Services (HHS), Agriculture (USDA), 
and Education (Education) for review primarily because the total 
combined federal grant awards for these three agencies was 79 percent 
of all federal grant awards reported in fiscal year 2016. We also 
considered the number of 1109 job series employees in our agency 
selection. We selected HHS and USDA because they had the highest 
number of 1109 job series employees and selected Education because, 
while it was one of the largest grant-making agencies, it had no 
employees classified in the Grants Management Specialist 1109 job 
series. 

We also selected a total of 11 sub-agencies from HHS, USDA, and 
Education for our review primarily based on the size of their grant awards 
and the number of grants workforce employees in the 1109 and non-1109 
job series.5 

• For HHS, we selected the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid 
Services, Administration for Children and Families, National 
Institutes of Health, and Health Resources and Services 
Administration. When combined, these four sub-agencies 
represented 97 percent of the total HHS fiscal year 2016 grant 
award amounts. The combined grants workforce for selected sub-
agencies also represented 76 percent of the total 1109 job series 
and 61 percent of the total HHS grants workforce employees. 

• For USDA, we selected the National Institute of Food and 
Agriculture, Forest Service, Rural Development, and Food and 
Nutrition Services. Collectively, these four sub-agencies 
represented 97 percent of the total USDA fiscal year 2016 grant 

                                                                                                                       
4USAspending.gov is a searchable database of information on federal contracts and other 
government assistance such as grants and cooperative agreements. We used fiscal year 
2016 data for our agency selection because it was the most recent set of full year data 
available at the time of our analysis. 
5For consistency purposes, we refer to agencies within HHS, Agriculture, and Education 
as “sub-agencies” throughout this report since all three agencies use different terminology. 
HHS refers to its agencies as “operating divisions”; Agriculture refers to its agencies as 
“subcomponents”; and Education refers to its agencies as “principal offices”. 

https://www.usaspending.gov/#/
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award amounts. The combined grants workforce for selected 
USDA sub-agencies also represented 77 percent of the total 1109 
job series and 95 percent of the total USDA grants workforce 
employees. 

• For Education, we selected the Office of Elementary and 
Secondary Education, Office of Special Education and 
Rehabilitative Services, and Office of Postsecondary Education. 
Together these three sub-agencies represented 93 percent of the 
total Education fiscal year 2016 grant award amounts. The 
combined grant workforce for selected sub-agencies represented 
74 percent of the total Education grants workforce employees. 

To better understand federal grants workforce training at the selected 
agencies and sub-agencies, we asked HHS, USDA, and Education 
officials for internal data on all sub-agency grant awards and the number 
of 1109 and non-1109 job series employees working on grants at each 
sub-agency. We provided each of the selected agencies and sub-
agencies with the specific definition for identifying the grants workforce 
that was used in our 2013 report on grants management training.6 

Our second and third objectives compared agencies’ training practices 
described in agency interviews and documents against selected leading 
practices we identified in our prior work, including our online Best 
Practices and Leading Practices in Human Capital Management, our 
2004 Human Capital Guide on training, and Standards for Internal Control 
in the Federal Government, for monitoring, evaluation, and oversight.7 
The Human Capital Guide is organized into four components of the 
training and development process—planning, design/development, 

                                                                                                                       
6Grants workforce includes any personnel whose official job responsibilities include 
administering or managing grants either full-time or part-time, including those personnel 
involved in any aspect of the grant life cycle. This can include administrative and fiscal 
functions, conducting audit work, as well as program aspects of the grant. This should 
include personnel whose involvement in grant work is consistent and not conducted on an 
ad-hoc basis. GAO, Grant Workforce: Agency Training Practices Should Inform Future 
Government-wide Efforts, GAO-13-591 (Washington, D.C.: June 28, 2013). 
7GAO, Key Issues, Best Practices and Leading Practices in Human Capital Management, 
accessed June 1, 2018, 
https://www.gao.gov/key_issues/leading_practices_in_human_capital_management/issue
_summary; Human Capital: A Guide for Assessing Strategic Training and Development 
Efforts in the Federal Government, GAO-04-546G (Washington, D.C.: March 2004); and 
Standards for Internal Control in the Federal Government, GAO-14-704G (Washington, 
D.C.: September 2014).  

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-13-591
https://www.gao.gov/key_issues/leading_practices_in_human_capital_management/issue_summary
https://www.gao.gov/key_issues/leading_practices_in_human_capital_management/issue_summary
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-04-546G
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-14-704G
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implementation, and evaluation. We selected the practice from each 
component that is most relevant to grants workforce training to compare 
against current agency training practices. In developing the Human 
Capital Guide, we noted that users of this guide should keep in mind that 
the guide can and should be modified to fit the unique circumstances and 
conditions relevant to each agency. 

We conducted this performance audit from February 2017 to September 
2018 in accordance with generally accepted government auditing 
standards. Those standards require that we plan and perform the audit to 
obtain sufficient, appropriate evidence to provide a reasonable basis for 
our findings and conclusions based on our audit objectives. We believe 
that the evidence obtained provides a reasonable basis for our findings 
and conclusions based on our audit objectives. 

 
 

 
In fiscal year 2017, the federal government awarded approximately $675 
billion in grants to state and local governments. As shown in figure 1, 
approximately 80 percent of the grant dollars awarded by the federal 
government in fiscal year 2017 came from the three agencies we 
reviewed for this report—HHS, USDA, and Education. 

Background 

Training Is Important for 
Effective Grants 
Management 
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Figure 1: Distribution of Grant Dollars Awarded by Selected Agencies, Fiscal Year 
2017 

 
Note: The category of “All other agencies” represents the grant dollars awarded in fiscal year 2017 by 
the remaining Chief Financial Officers Act agencies which are the Departments of Commerce, 
Defense, Energy, Homeland Security, Housing and Urban Development, Interior, Justice, Labor, 
State, Transportation, Treasury, and Veterans Affairs. This category also includes the Environmental 
Protection Agency, National Aeronautics and Space Administration, Nuclear Regulatory Commission, 
National Science Foundation, Small Business Administration, Social Security Administration, and the 
U.S. Agency for International Development. 31 U.S.C. § 901(b). 

 

A range of skills are needed to manage the various tasks associated with 
the grants lifecycle. For example, during the award phase, grant staff at 
federal grant-making agencies are to send all grantees a grant award 
notification that provides details about the grant, including the amount of 
the award; and the general terms and conditions of the grant, including 
statutory and regulatory requirements.8 Figure 2 below illustrates the four 
distinct phases of the grants lifecycle. 

                                                                                                                       
8Agencies may also include specific conditions in the award notification. 2 CFR § 
200.210(a)-(b). 
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Figure 2: Grants Lifecycle for Federal Grant-Making Agencies 

 

Given the billions of dollars in federal grants funding that are awarded 
every year, effective training could help provide grants managers with the 
skills and competencies they need to better manage and oversee those 
dollars. As one example of the importance of rigorous grants 
management and training, in April 2017 we found that Education grants 
staff inconsistently documented key required monitoring activities and, as 
a result, about $21 million in discretionary grants lacked the correct 
documentation of grantee performance.9 We recommended that 
Education establish and implement detailed written supervisory review 
procedures for official grant files to provide reasonable assurance that 
grant staff perform and document key monitoring activities. Education 
                                                                                                                       
9Discretionary grants refer to an award for which the awarding agency has discretion, or 
choice, in deciding which applicants receive funding. These grants are typically awarded 
through a competitive process. Another type of grant agencies award are formula grants 
which are directed by statute to make to grantees, and for which the amount is established 
by a formula based on criteria in the statute and program regulations. GAO, Discretionary 
Grants: Education Needs to Improve its Oversight of Grants Monitoring, GAO-17-266 
(Washington, D.C.: Apr. 18, 2017).  

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-17-266
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-17-266
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officials agreed with the recommendation and said they would develop a 
department-wide standard operating procedure (SOP) that will, among 
other things, provide standards for timeliness of documenting key 
monitoring and administrative activities and require the periodic review of 
grant files. Officials expect to complete the SOP by September 30, 2018. 

In 2011, OMB established the Council on Financial Assistance Reform 
(COFAR), an interagency group of executive branch officials with the 
stated aim of creating a more streamlined and accountable structure to 
coordinate financial assistance, including grants.10 In 2012 and again in 
fiscal years 2016 and 2017, COFAR identified the need to develop a 
qualified and professional workforce as one of six priorities to guide its 
work on grants management reform.11 According to OMB staff, they 
disbanded COFAR on June 15, 2017 as part of OMB’s efforts to reduce 
grants-related requirements once COFAR had recommended policies and 
actions to effectively deliver financial assistance.12 COFAR’s 
recommendations resulted in the Uniform Administrative Requirements, 
Cost Principles, and Audit Requirements for Federal Awards, which is 
intended to improve performance, transparency, and oversight for federal 
awards.13 

Moving forward, the responsibility of coordinating financial assistance 
priorities was given to the Chief Financial Officers Council (CFOC), a 
group of 24 agency chief and deputy chief financial officers that work 
together to improve financial management in the U.S. government. 
According to OMB staff, the controller of OMB’s Office of Federal 
Financial Management is the chair of the CFOC.14 In addition, OPM is 

                                                                                                                       
10OMB, Creation of the Council on Financial Assistance Reform, M-12-01 (Washington, 
D.C.: October 27, 2011). 
11GAO, Grants Management: Selected Agencies Should Clarify Merit-Based Award 
Criteria and Provide Guidance for Reviewing Potentially Duplicative Awards, GAO-17-113 
(Washington, D.C.: Jan. 12, 2017), and GAO-13-591. 
12OMB, Reducing Burden for Federal Agencies by Rescinding and Modifying OMB 
Memoranda, OMB Memorandum M-17-26 (Washington, D.C.: June 15, 2017) and 
“Controller Alert”, July 3, 2017.  
13The Uniform Administrative Requirements, Cost Principles, and Audit Requirements for 
Federal Awards has been incorporated into regulation. 2 CFR § 200.0 et seq. 
14While the CFOC website states that the OMB Deputy Director for Management will serve 
as the chair of the CFOC, OMB staff explained that the Deputy Director delegated this 
authority to the Controller of OMB’s Office of Federal Financial Management. 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-17-113
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-17-113
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-13-591
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responsible for providing leadership and guidance over federal agency 
training to ensure the effective promotion and coordination of federal 
agency training programs and operations.15 Further, the President’s 
Management Agenda established “results-oriented accountability for 
grants” as a cross-agency priority goal to “maximize the value of grant 
funding by applying a risk-based, data-driven framework that balances 
compliance requirements with demonstrating successful results for the 
American taxpayer.”16 

 
In 2013, we examined grant workforce and training issues and found 
there were no specific government-wide training requirements for the 
federal grants workforce.17 As of June 2018, this continued to be the 
case. By contrast, there are government-wide training requirements for 
the acquisitions workforce intended to help ensure its quality and 
effectiveness. For example, OMB’s Office of Federal Procurement Policy 
(OFPP) provides government-wide guidance on managing the 
acquisitions workforce. The Federal Acquisition Institute, which 
coordinates with the OFPP, promotes the development of the civilian 
acquisitions workforce.18 Further, OFPP has developed Federal 
Acquisition Certification requirements for acquisition professionals serving 
as contracting staff, contracting officer’s representatives, and 
program/project managers.19 Notably, in fiscal year 2017, the federal 
government spent approximately $166 billion more on grants to state and 
local governments than it did on federal acquisitions.20 OMB staff 
                                                                                                                       
15Exec. Ord. No. 11348, “Providing for the Further Training of Government Employees,” 
32 Fed. Reg. 6335 (Feb. 20, 2017). 
16President’s Management Council and the Executive Office of the President, President’s 
Management Agenda: Modernizing the Government for the 21st Century (March 20, 
2018). 
17GAO-13-591.  
18Established in 1976 under the Office of Federal Procurement Policy Act, the Federal 
Acquisition Institute is charged with fostering and promoting the development of a federal 
acquisition workforce. The institute facilitates and promotes career development and 
strategic human capital management for the acquisition workforce. 
19The Federal Acquisition Certification requirements were issued in 2005 for contracting 
professionals and 2007 for Contracting Officer’s Representatives and Program/Project 
Managers. Additionally, a set of revisions were issued in 2013 to strengthen the 
Program/Project Managers’ workforce.  
20Figure based on calculation using data from OMB’s FY 2019 An American Budget – 
Analytical Perspectives and the Federal Procurement Data System. 

Certification Standards for 
the Grants Workforce 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-13-591
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explained that the acquisitions workforce faces more requirements 
because contracts have more uniform requirements and are specified in 
law. They stated that grants, on the other hand, are diverse and are 
established by individual statutes with varying conditions. 

Our work in the acquisitions area identifies the importance of providing 
reasonable assurance of an appropriately trained staff through 
certification. Certification programs are designed to ensure that 
individuals attain the knowledge and skills required to perform in a 
particular occupation or role by establishing consistent standards. For 
example, for the acquisition workforce, OFPP requires a minimum set of 
career-specific courses, along with education and experience 
requirements, to obtain certification. To ensure acquisition professionals 
remain current on acquisition policies and practices, OFPP also requires 
the acquisition workforce to meet continuing learning requirements. See 
appendix I for a comparison of training for the federal acquisition 
workforce versus the federal grants workforce. 

Education, HHS, and USDA delegate the decision to their various sub-
agencies of whether grants employees should obtain professional grants 
certifications. Of the 11 sub-agencies we reviewed, 3 at HHS—the 
Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services Discretionary Grants Office, 
the Health Resources and Services Administration, and the National 
Institutes of Health—and 2 at Education—the Office of Special Education 
and Rehabilitative Services and the Office of Post-Secondary 
Education—required certification of some of their grants employees. 
Officials at the remaining 6 sub-agencies offered certification to their 
grants employees on an optional basis. USDA sub-agency officials said 
they often recommend the certificate program to their grants employees, 
and Education’s sub-agency officials at the Office of Elementary and 
Secondary Education said they nominate staff to take the grants 
certificate program whom they believe would benefit the office most by 
receiving the training. 

While COFAR officials explored the possibility of establishing certification 
standards for the grants workforce by September 2015, OMB staff said 
they determined that certification was not the most appropriate course of 
action for the grants workforce for several reasons including risk 
management and internal control concerns and the need for a variety of 
skills for the grants workforce. As previously mentioned, OMB disbanded 
COFAR in June 2017, and CFOC took over COFAR’s responsibilities. 
When we spoke with OMB staff in the fall of 2017, they said their focus 
had shifted from establishing certification standards for the grants 
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workforce to providing guidance on needed competencies and enabling 
the grants workforce to obtain them. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
OPM, in consultation with OMB and the CFOC, took several steps to 
ensure the federal grants management workforce has access to grants 
management competencies and training. For example, OPM identified 
grants management competencies that could be used in agency efforts 
for workforce planning, training and development, performance 
management, recruitment, and selection.21 After establishing grants 
management competencies, OPM officials told us they established the 
1109 job series partly because OMB and CFOC staff requested a new 
grants management job series in response to the increased grant awards 
and staffing needs created because of the 2009 American Recovery 
Act.22 Figure 3 illustrates the timeline of the main steps taken by OPM, 
OMB, and CFOC over the last decade. 

                                                                                                                       
21According to OPM officials, when used for selection, the competencies must be used in 
conjunction with the appropriate qualification standard.  
22Pub. L. No 111-5, 123 Stat. 115. 

OPM, OMB, and 
CFOC Have Taken 
Some Steps to Help 
Provide Grants 
Training but Have 
Opportunities for 
Further 
Improvements 
OPM, OMB, and CFOC 
Developed a Grants 
Competency Model 
Among Other Steps 
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Figure 3: Timeline of Grants Training Actions by the Office of Personnel 
Management (OPM), Office of Management and Budget (OMB), and Chief Financial 
Officers Council (CFOC) 

 

In 2008, OPM initiated a government-wide study to identify critical 
competencies for grants management work. After the government-wide 
study was completed, OPM issued a memorandum to all federal agencies 
announcing a grants management competency model that included 
general competencies such as accountability, writing, and computer 
skills.23 OPM also included technical competencies such as grants 
management, financial analysis, and compliance. In our prior work, we 

                                                                                                                       
23OPM, Memorandum for Chief Human Capital Officers: Competency Model for Grants 
Management, (Washington, D.C.: Sep. 24, 2009). 
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found that grants management competency models can be used to 
establish an overall framework to guide agencies’ training efforts.24 

Before OPM established the 1109 job series in 2010, no other agency-
specific job classification series existed for the many federal employees 
responsible for carrying out managerial and administrative tasks related 
to grants, including ensuring compliance with OMB and agency policies 
and procedures. In the absence of a specific job classification, we 
reported in 2013 that officials at selected agencies told us they had 
classified these employees under a variety of other job series that did not 
focus on grants, such as general, administrative, and subject-matter job 
titles.25 

According to OPM officials, the agency’s development of the “Position 
Classification Flysheet for the Grants Management Series (1109)” 
leveraged the competencies and tasks from the Competency Model for 
Grants Management and input from federal agencies’ subject matter 
experts on grants management work.26The Flysheet includes a job series 
definition, a basic job title, general occupational information, and a link to 
the position classification standard. The 1109 job series manage, 
supervise, lead, or perform administrative business, policy, and analytical 
work involving the: (1) management, award, or obligation of funds for 
grants; (2) competitive or non-competitive evaluation of grants proposals; 
and/or (3) administration or termination, and/or closeout of grants and/or 
grants assistance and agreement awards. The work requires knowledge 
of laws, regulations, rules, policies, procedures, and financial methods to 
help ensure accountability of the grant funds. 

As of fiscal year 2016, grant-making agencies reported 2,035 federal 
employees in the 1109 job series, and HHS reported 38 percent of those 
employees (see figure 4). We used fiscal year 2016 data to determine the 
agency-wide numbers of 1109 job series employees because this was the 
most recent set of full year data available at the time of our analysis. 

                                                                                                                       
24GAO-13-591. 
25GAO-13-591.  
26 According to OPM, a flysheet provides some information about a job series and may 
suggest standards and guides to use for determining grade levels under the General 
Schedule or Federal Wage System. However, a flysheet does not include grade level 
criteria. OPM, Position Classification Flysheet for Grants Management Series, 1109 
(Washington, D.C.: November 2010) 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-13-591
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-13-591
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Figure 4: Number of Grants Management Specialists (1109 Job Series) in Grant-Making Chief Financial Officers Act Agencies, 
Fiscal Year 2016 

 
Note: Figure reflects all federal grant making agencies including Chief Financial Officers (CFO) Act 
agencies and an all-encompassing category for non-CFO agencies awarding grants. Agencies that 
have zero or fewer than ten 1109 employees are reported as “<10” to protect sensitive statistical data. 
31 U.S.C. § 901(b). 

 

The federal grants workforce also includes a wide range of employees in 
other non-1109 job series positions. OPM does not collect data on grants 
workforce employees in these other job series positions as they span a 
large number of different job series that can vary by agency. Non-1109 
employees working on grants typically possess expert knowledge in the 
specific area necessary to meet a grant’s goals (e.g., announcing the 
terms and conditions of a grant, recommending potential grantees, and 
monitoring grantees’ progress in achieving the grants goals). Reflecting 
the wide variety of federal programs that grants support, these individuals 
typically possess expertise in a specialized program or subject. 
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A number of factors affect usage of the 1109 job series within agencies. 
According to OMB staff, various agency employees have told them that 
many agency employees would rather be classified as a subject matter 
specialist, such as a scientist, rather than a grants management specialist 
whose primary tasks are grants management under the 1109 job series. 
In addition, OMB staff said that some agencies preferred recruiting staff 
using a more general non-1109 job series classification. OMB staff also 
said that some agencies indicated their grants workforce employees do 
not want to be classified as grants specialists because the other job 
series are more general and are a better fit in terms of the needed subject 
matter expert skills and duties. 

We found that one of our selected agencies, Education, does not use the 
1109 job series at all because, according to Education sub-agency 
officials, they require grants employees to have specialized grant program 
content knowledge in the field of their grant program focus, such as 
rehabilitation, special education, behavior science, and other areas (e.g., 
standards and assessments, state accountability systems). The sub-
agency officials said that 1109 grants management specialists would not 
have the specific content knowledge and experience associated with the 
specific educational grant programs that Education requires. We also 
found that over 61 percent of HHS grants workforce employees and over 
90 percent of the USDA grants workforce was not part of the 1109 job 
series.27 

OPM officials told us that, in April 2017, they started a government-wide 
Grants Management Post Classification Implementation Study that may 
change the Grants Management Classification Flysheet and revalidate 
the Competency Model for Grants Management Work. OPM officials 
developed the study after meeting with grant-making agency HHS and 
will include a survey of the grants management workforce government-
wide. OPM officials also stated they are in the final stages of developing 
and clearing the government-wide survey and anticipate issuing it in the 
fall of 2018. They said the study will take several additional months to 
complete because the team must review the results of the government-
wide survey and update competencies, job classifications, and 
compliance policy/requirements. 

                                                                                                                       
27See appendix II for a listing of the job series positions along with the number of grant 
personnel employed in those job series positions at our three selected agencies.  
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OMB’s role with the grants management workforce includes issuing 
government-wide guidance and providing a framework that enables 
agencies to take actions to align their grants training with OMB’s internal 
control standards.28 In this role, OMB has taken some actions to provide 
grants guidance for federal agencies that include the Career Roadmap 
Report, Career Roadmap Builder, and Grants Training 101. However, we 
found that almost all of the officials we interviewed at the 11 selected sub-
agencies were not familiar with the Career Roadmap Report and Career 
Roadmap Builder. Additionally, almost all of them did not mention using 
Grants Training 101 as part of their grants workforce training. 

OMB, in collaboration with the CFOC, COFAR, and federal awarding 
agencies, developed the Financial Assistance Career Roadmap Report in 
June 2017. OMB staff said that the Career Roadmap Report is one 
vehicle used to address grants training for the federal agency grants 
workforce. It is a tool for federal agencies to identify and document the 
competencies needed for successful job performance of federal financial 
assistance management professionals. According to the CFOC, the 
competencies and related elements outlined in the Career Roadmap 
Report are to be used to identify and prioritize training needs for the 
federal financial assistance management workforce. This is an optional 
tool for the federal grants workforce and may be customized to reflect an 
organization’s unique requirements and specifications.29 That workforce 
includes the grants management 1109 job series employees, as well as 
employees performing grants responsibilities as program, finance, and 
audit experts who are classified under other job series. 

During the initial development of the Career Roadmap Report, a team 
consisting of OMB staff and industrial and organizational psychologists 
collected financial assistance research and documentation from OMB, 
federal awarding agencies, and OPM. The team analyzed this information 
to identify foundational competencies and create a draft competency 
model which OMB reviewed. The team also facilitated two workshops 
with specialists on financial assistance management to gather feedback 
on the Career Roadmap Report. Figure 5 below shows the 14 different 

                                                                                                                       
28OMB, Management’s Responsibility for Enterprise Risk Management and Internal 
Control, OMB-M-16-17 (Washington, D.C.: July 15, 2016). 
29CFOC, CFO Council Financial Assistance Management Career Roadmap (Washington, 
D.C.: June 2017). 

OMB and CFOC Have 
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but Use Has Been Limited 
Among Selected Agencies 
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competencies from the Career Roadmap Report that are divided into two 
types of competencies: functional and leadership. 

Figure 5: Professional Competencies for the Federal Financial Assistance Management Workforce 

 
 

After the report’s release, CFOC developed and released an interactive 
version called the Career Roadmap Builder available to the public 
online.30 This version allows users to build their own customized financial 
assistance management Career Roadmap based on their specific mission 
and needs. To obtain a custom Career Roadmap Report, users complete 
several steps in the Career Roadmap Builder involving selection of 

                                                                                                                       
30CFOC, Financial Assistance Management Interactive Career Roadmap Builder 
(Washington, D.C.: September 2017), accessed May 9, 2018, https://cfo.gov/fam-career-
roadmap/. 

https://cfo.gov/fam-career-roadmap/
https://cfo.gov/fam-career-roadmap/
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• one or more of nine functional competencies; 

• one or more of three job levels (foundational, practitioner, or 
expert); 

• one of three proficiency levels for each functional competency 
(basic, intermediate, or advanced); 

• an option to include a leadership competency; and 

• one of three different leadership levels (entry, mid, or senior) and 
a leadership proficiency rating (basic, intermediate, or advanced). 

The user then receives a customized report with relevant competencies, 
career levels, a sample of the associated developmental experiences and 
recommended training courses. 

Department-level officials we spoke with at HHS, USDA, and Education 
were familiar with the Career Roadmap Report. However, almost all of the 
officials we interviewed at the 11 selected sub-agencies were not aware 
the Career Roadmap Report was available to them. 

• All but one of the officials we spoke with at four HHS sub-agencies 
said they were unaware of the Career Roadmap Report and grants 
management competencies. 

• While USDA’s agency-wide Federal Financial Assistance Committee 
received a copy of the Career Roadmap Report in August 2017 and 
discussed it at their monthly meetings, almost all of the officials at the 
four USDA sub-agencies we reviewed said they had not received it.31 
However, three sub-agency officials were familiar with the report 
because they had been involved with agency-wide efforts to provide 
grants management competency support and information. All other 
USDA sub-agency officials with whom we spoke were unfamiliar with 
the Career Roadmap Report or the grants workforce competencies. 

• Almost all of the officials we interviewed at three Education sub-
agencies were unaware of the Career Roadmap Report. However, 

                                                                                                                       
31According to USDA officials, the agency’s Federal Financial Assistance Committee is 
made up of representatives designated by agency heads and develops and assists with 
the implementation of the Federal Financial Assistance Management Improvement Act, 
P.L. 106-107 (Nov. 20, 1999). Committee members brief their agency heads on the 
Committee’s progress and issues, and work to further define these policies and implement 
them in their respective agencies.  
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one official from one sub-agency was familiar with the Career 
Roadmap Report as he had been part of the Career Roadmap Report 
development process. 

OMB staff stated they publicized the report by sending a “Controller Alert” 
on July 3, 2017 to agency chief financial officers and to members of the 
Financial Assistance Committee for E-Government notifying them of its 
availability and OMB’s future plans to map it to existing training 
resources, place it on OPM’s website, and develop an online interactive 
tool including position competencies.32 However, we found it difficult to 
locate the “Controller Alert” on the COFC website as it is not located on 
the same tab where the Career Roadmap Report is published but instead 
in a news section that users may not know to search. Further, OMB’s 
“Controller Alert” states that it “does not constitute official guidance or 
prescribe specific tasks for agencies beyond consideration of appropriate 
steps to address the issue.”33 OMB did not issue any official government-
wide memorandums to explain that it supported the Career Roadmap 
Report, or that the report included updated competencies for both the 
1109 and non-1109 job series workforce. 

Our internal control standards state that management should internally 
communicate the necessary quality information to achieve the entity’s 
objectives.34 However, if all levels of an agency are not aware of 
government grants workforce competencies and guidance, the agency 
may not be able to ensure that grants workforce employees have the 
training resources needed to develop and maintain skills to achieve the 
objectives of grant awards. 

OMB also worked with federal grant-making agencies, COFAR, and the 
CFOC to establish Grants Training 101, a set of five online training 
modules designed to provide federal officials a basic knowledge of grants 
and cooperative agreements. According to OMB staff, the Grants Training 
                                                                                                                       
32OMB has since completed all of these actions; the Financial Assistance Committee for 
E-Government is a community group that is dedicated to addressing the needs of the 
federal financial assistance community as it pertains to collecting, using, disseminating, 
and displaying federal financial assistance data. 
33According to OMB, “Controller Alerts” are designed to highlight emerging financial 
management issues that may require agency attention or action. These alerts are 
intended to inform the Chief Financial Officer community of key issues where the OMB 
believes further action may be warranted. OMB, “Controller Alert”, July 3, 2017.  
34GAO-14-704G. 

OMB Grants Training 101 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-14-704G
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101 webpage states that the training is not designed to provide detailed 
administrative, accounting, and audit requirements specific to statutory 
provisions, agency regulation, and guidance because agencies need to 
have flexibility in designing grants training programs to meet those grant-
specific statutory requirements. OMB staff said they designed the training 
modules in response to a request from the federal grants community for a 
government-wide grants management training resource to ensure some 
level of consistent training among grant-awarding agencies. In addition, 
OMB staff said it was optional for agencies to incorporate Grants Training 
101 into established grants training and that each agency is responsible 
for the means by which they conduct grants management training. 

Only one of the agencies we reviewed had plans to include OMB’s Grants 
Training 101 as part of its grant-training program. HHS officials said they 
are developing an internal online grants 101 course and plan to 
incorporate parts of OMB’s Grants Training 101. However, most agency 
and sub-agency officials we spoke with did not use OMB’s Grants 
Management 101 as part of their grants workforce training. OMB staff 
said that Grants Management 101 modules cover the grant lifecycle and 
the requirements of the Uniform Guidance, and are intended to 
complement other trainings that agencies provide to their grants 
managers. OMB staff said that agencies make the decision whether to 
use the Grants Training 101 modules and can integrate parts of the 
training modules into their agency- specific training requirements. For 
example, officials at one of the agencies—Education—stated they cover 
many of OMB’s Grants Training 101 learning objectives through their 
cross-cutting grant training program courses as well as sub-agency 
specific training. Furthermore, OMB staff said that each agency would 
have to internally monitor grants employees’ completion of the grants 
training modules. 

 
OMB staff told us that OPM initially had the responsibility of hosting the 
first two modules of Grants Training 101 on the OPM website while the 
remaining three modules were under development. After these remaining 
modules were completed, all five of the modules were moved to the 
CFOC webpage. In addition, OPM was responsible for collecting the 
Grants Training 101 user and completion data. OMB provided us the 
Grants Training 101 data which totaled 1,277 users registered between 
December 2015 and November 2017; however, we found that the data 
were incomplete due to missing data fields. 

OMB and CFOC Do Not 
Collect Detailed User Data 
or Feedback to Determine 
Usefulness of Grants 
Training and Guidance 
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OMB staff stated that the Grants 101 training website was moved to the 
CFOC webpage so the general public can access it. The CFOC will not 
collect data on the access dates, the agency names, or the number of 
Grants Training 101 users; however, the CFOC will collect data on the 
number of visitors that go to the Grants Training 101 website. OMB staff 
also said that agencies can decide to track Grants Training 101 users 
internally because OMB and the CFOC will not collect specific data on 
users. In addition, OMB staff said OMB and CFOC have not collected any 
formal Grants Training 101 feedback from users and have no plans to do 
so. OMB reported that a total of 175 visitors went on the Career Roadmap 
Report website between September 2017 and January 2018. 

Our Standards for Internal Control in the Federal Government advise 
management to process data into quality information that is appropriate, 
current, complete, accurate, accessible, and provided on a timely basis.35 
It further states that management should also evaluate the processed 
information and revise when necessary so that it can be used to make 
informed decisions. In addition, our 2004 Human Capital Guide states 
that it is increasingly important for agencies to be able to evaluate their 
training and development programs to demonstrate how these efforts 
help develop employees and improve the agencies’ performance.36 As 
part of this approach, the Human Capital Guide also states that assessing 
training and development efforts should consider feedback from 
employees. 

OMB, CFOC, and COFAR devoted time and multiple resources to 
developing the Career Roadmap Report to identify and document the 
competencies needed for successful job performance of federal financial 
assistance management professionals. Obtaining more detailed user 
information and regular feedback from federal agencies on the usefulness 
of the Career Roadmap Report and the online Career Roadmap Builder 
could help OMB and CFOC to evaluate the effectiveness of these grant 
training tools. In addition, obtaining user information and feedback from 
federal agencies on the usefulness of Grants Training 101 can also help 
OMB and CFOC evaluate its effectiveness. 

 

                                                                                                                       
35GAO-14-704G. 
36GAO-04-546G. 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-14-704G
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-04-546G
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In 2004, we issued a framework of principles and key questions that 
federal agencies can use to ensure that their training and development 
investments are targeted strategically and are not wasted on efforts that 
are irrelevant, duplicative, or ineffective.37 Our framework identifies four 
components of the training and development process: (1) Planning, (2) 
Design and Development, (3) Implementation, and (4) Evaluation. Within 
each component, the guide identifies leading practices and questions for 
agencies to consider when assessing each of these four components. We 
compared current grants training practices at the selected agencies and 
sub-agencies with selected leading training practices from the guide. We 
found variation among sub-agencies in following those selected training 
practices. 

Planning: skills and competencies assessment. In our guide, we 
stated that effective workforce planning and training begins with a skills 
and competency assessment. A leading practice under this component is 
that agencies use an organization-wide knowledge and skills inventory 
and industry benchmarks to help identify performance problems in their 
workforces.38 We stated that workforce planning should entail the 
collection of valid and reliable data on such indicators as distribution of 
employees’ skills and competencies. 

Officials we interviewed at all the selected sub-agencies explained that 
grants training needs are primarily identified by grants management 
supervisors or self-identified by grants workforce employees. The training 
needs are identified on an ad hoc basis during (1) manager evaluations or 
observations of employee performance, (2) annual and semiannual 
performance assessments, and (3) employee career individual 
development plans. 

                                                                                                                       
37GAO-04-546G. This guide introduces a framework, consisting of a set of principles and 
key questions that federal agencies can use to ensure that their training and development 
investments are targeted strategically. Information in this guide was developed through 
consultations with government officials and experts in the private sector, academia, and 
nonprofit organizations; examinations of laws and regulations related to training and 
development in the federal government; and reviews of the sizeable body of literature on 
training and development issues, including previous GAO products on a range of human 
capital topics.  
38A knowledge and skills inventory is a consolidated list of relevant knowledge, skills, 
abilities, behaviors, and other competencies that an organization’s workforce is thought to 
possess. Benchmarking is a management tool used to study another organization’s 
business practices in order to improve the performance of one’s own organization. 

HHS, USDA, and 
Education Vary in 
Following Selected 
Leading Training 
Practices 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-04-546G
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When it came to implementing a more rigorous process involving a 
knowledge and skills inventory or the collection of valid and reliable data, 
we found varied use among the 3 agencies and 11 sub-agencies with 
only some employing such a method. 

• The four HHS sub-agencies we reviewed assess new grants 
workforce employees’ knowledge, skills, and abilities by identifying 
skills gaps when onboarding new grants workforce employees, 
through supervisor observation of employee performance, or 
employee feedback. 

• In fiscal year 2015, USDA’s Food and Nutrition Service (FNS) 
sub-agency started holding monthly meetings with its Regional 
Grants Management Division Directors to identify national training 
needs for its grants management staff. In fiscal year 2017, FNS 
also conducted a nationwide qualitative survey of its grants 
employees to identify training gaps and needs. The remaining 
three sub-agencies we reviewed informally identify skills gaps and 
training needs through ongoing discussions between supervisors 
and grants employees and during annual performance 
evaluations. 

• Officials from Education’s central Learning and Development 
office stated they issue a department-wide competency 
assessment and training needs assessment to the various 
department sub-agencies annually or bi-annually. Officials from 
Education’s Office of Elementary and Secondary Education sub-
agency told us they also conduct their own grants workforce 
learning needs assessment examining grants tasks, content 
knowledge, and general skills. Officials at the other two Education 
sub-agencies told us they assess skills gaps and training needs 
through ongoing discussions between supervisors and grants 
employees, supervisor observation of employee performance, and 
also during annual performance evaluations. 

Without a formal knowledge and skills inventory or collection of valid and 
reliable data on the grants workforce’s skills and competencies, some 
sub-agencies may be limited in identifying performance problems, 
competency gaps, and training needs in their grants workforce. 

Design and development: using a mix of approaches, sources, and 
delivery. Design and Development involves identifying specific training 
and development initiatives that the agency will use, along with other 
strategies, to improve individual and agency performance. One of the 
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leading practices under this component is choosing the most appropriate 
mix of centralized and decentralized management of training programs; 
internal and external training sources; and training delivery mechanisms 
(e.g., classroom, computer-based, on the job, etc.). All three agencies 
provide the majority of their grants training at the sub-agency level. In 
most cases, the sub-agencies use a mix of training sources and delivery 
methods in developing and implementing their grants training programs, 
including identifying training needs and training content, as detailed in 
appendix III. 

HHS and USDA primarily use decentralized approaches to grants training 
while Education uses a hybrid approach of centralized and decentralized 
grants training. 

• Although there is no overarching grants training program across 
HHS, the department’s central offices provide topic-specific 
training to Chief Grants Management Officers (CGMO) within 
each sub-agency on an ad hoc basis as new grant policies or 
requirements are developed. CGMOs then decide how to 
disseminate this information within their respective sub-agencies 
(e.g., through webinars, teleconferences, or ad hoc trainings). An 
HHS council comprised of CGMOs also meets on a quarterly or 
biannual basis to discuss new grants policy and requirements. 
Further, HHS’s central grants offices are developing a 
foundational “Grants 101” course to help standardize a baseline of 
grants knowledge across all of HHS’s sub-agencies, which they 
expect to complete by November 2018. Currently, the sub-
agencies provide the majority of grants-specific training, which 
focuses on grants topics and mission requirements relevant to 
their specific areas. 

• USDA’s Office of Chief Financial Officer (OCFO) provides some 
required training courses across the agency such as suspension 
and debarment and federal appropriations law training; however, 
these trainings are not specific to just the grants workforce 
employees. The sub-agencies provide all grants-specific training. 

• Of the three selected agencies, Education provides the most 
central office training. For example, Education’s OCFO provides 
agency-wide training on discretionary and formula grants financial 
and budgetary courses; Learning and Development provides 
introductory grant courses; and Risk Management Services 
provides risk-based grants training covering topics including cost 
analysis, budgetary review, monitoring grants, and uniform 
guidance. Additionally, Education’s sub-agencies provide mission- 
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and program-specific grants training to augment the centrally 
provided trainings. 

Centralized and decentralized training approaches may present different 
advantages for agencies and sub-agencies. On the one hand, efficiencies 
may be achieved by centralizing the design and delivery of some grants 
training that has widespread applicability throughout the agency. 
Additionally, if each sub-agency is responsible for implementing its own 
grants training program, the potential exists for inconsistent grants 
workforce training across the agency. On the other hand, each sub-
agency is able to tailor the training to its own needs when it manages and 
provides the training itself. In making this decision, it is important for 
agencies to carefully analyze and consider trade-offs. 

Implementation: establishing agency-level accountability. 
Implementation involves ensuring effective and efficient delivery of 
training and development opportunities in an environment that supports 
learning. One of the leading training practices under this component is an 
agency organization that is held accountable, along with the line 
executives, for the maximum performance of the workforce. According to 
our Human Capital Guide, there are different ways of ensuring 
accountability, including establishing clear lines of authority in agency 
policies, issuing agency-wide guidance to ensure consistency, and 
establishing a central oversight office, among others. 

We found variation among the three selected agencies in following this 
leading training practice with HHS and Education having some agency 
level of accountability but USDA having less. 

• HHS’ central Office of Grants Policy, Oversight, and Evaluation 
assigns desk officers to work with sub-agency CGMOs in helping 
them understand available training resources and needs. HHS 
also has an Executive Committee for Grants Administration Policy 
Council that meets quarterly to discuss regulations, policies, and 
grants administrative requirements. This committee is made up of 
CGMOs from each HHS sub-agency. HHS describes the roles of 
officials involved in overseeing grants management in an agency-
wide grants policy manual. 

• USDA has not defined roles for central offices to hold them 
accountable for grants training. While its central OCFO provides 
some guidance on federal financial assistance policies and grants 
terms and conditions, and ensures department-wide training 
requirements are met, USDA has no agency-wide grants training 
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guidance, no agency-wide grants manual, or a central office that 
oversees grants training at the component level. 

• Education officials stated that the agency has two agency-wide 
grants policy manuals and some Education offices have roles in 
overseeing grants training. For example, the central Learning and 
Development office provides some oversight of employee 
development, training programs, and providers. Further, 
Education officials stated that Risk Management Services 
oversees Education’s licensure training program across the sub-
agencies, and OCFO provides agency-wide training on financial 
management of grants. 

Holding a central office accountable for grants training can provide 
agencies with reasonable assurance that training is being delivered 
efficiently and effectively and that grant staff have sufficient 
developmental opportunities. In this way, agencies can better ensure the 
maximum performance of the grants workforce. 

Evaluation: using data to assess training results. Evaluation involves 
assessing the extent to which training and development efforts contribute 
to improved performance and results. A selected leading training practice 
under this component is the use of performance data (both qualitative and 
quantitative measures) to assess the results achieved through training 
and development efforts.39 

The three agencies we reviewed primarily conduct evaluation at the sub-
agency level. The sub-agencies vary as to how they carry out their 
evaluations and few use any quantitative performance measures to 
determine if training was successful. 

• HHS officials stated the central offices do not measure the 
effectiveness of training, nor is there centralized information 
sharing on how well training works. Officials at the HHS sub-
agencies we reviewed told us they primarily use informal feedback 
such as ongoing conversations between employees and 
supervisors after training completion and supervisor observations 
of employee performance to determine if grants training is 
successful. Officials at HHS’ Health Resources and Services 

                                                                                                                       
39Qualitative data includes feedback on how well a training program satisfied employees’ 
expectations while quantitative data include measure of productivity/output, quality, costs, 
and time. 
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Administration also said they receive data regarding employee 
scores on required grants training courses. Some HHS sub-
agencies use an external vendor for some grants training and 
employees complete a survey at the end of each of these courses, 
but HHS officials do not see those results. HHS officials rely on 
employee feedback after training completion to determine if 
external vendor training is effective. 

• Officials at the USDA sub-agencies we reviewed told us they 
primarily use informal feedback through supervisory review of 
employee performance and employee individual development 
training plans; internal local level reviews and audits of grant 
processes; and some course completion surveys. 

• Officials at Education’s central Learning and Development office 
told us they conduct electronic course evaluation surveys. Officials 
at the Education sub-agencies we reviewed told us they primarily 
use informal feedback from employees, supervisor observation of 
an employee’s progress after training, and some course 
evaluations. 

While informal, qualitative feedback from employees taking grants training 
is useful, it is not quantifiable or measurable. Using a balanced approach 
that reflects feedback from employees as well as organizational results is 
more effective in terms of evaluating the usefulness of grants training 
efforts. 

Many of the issues discussed above regarding following leading training 
practices stem from limited oversight of the sub-agencies, which we 
describe in the next section. 
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As previously mentioned, the federal grants workforce consists of 
employees in the OPM Grants Management Specialist 1109 job series as 
well as employees in various other OPM job series (referred to as non-
1109s in this report). HHS and USDA both employ 1109s as well as non-
1109s in their respective grants workforces while Education only employs 
non-1109s. According to HHS, USDA, and Education officials, each sub-
agency is responsible for identifying its grants workforce employees and 
ensuring they receive needed grants training. However, the central offices 
do not have a reporting mechanism tracking sub-agencies’ grants 
workforce. After querying each sub-agency, at our request, officials from 
the three agencies provided us with data on 1109 and non-1109 grants 
personnel. As figure 6 shows, the majority of grants personnel at the 
three agencies we reviewed are non-1109 employees. 

Selected Agencies 
Provide Limited 
Monitoring and 
Oversight of Sub-
agencies’ Grants 
Training Efforts 
Selected Agencies Cannot 
Readily Identify All 
Employees Working on 
Grants and Provide 
Limited Oversight of Sub-
Agencies’ Grants Training 
Efforts 
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Figure 6: Number of Grants Specialists and Non-Grant Specialists in the Grants 
Workforce at Selected Agencies, March 2018 

 

Standards for Internal Control in the Federal Government state that, 
“Management should demonstrate commitment to recruit, develop, and 
retain competent individuals.” Furthermore, internal controls state that 
“management evaluates competence of personnel across the entity in 
relation to established policies.”40 Since the agencies we reviewed cannot 
readily identify their total grants workforce, they have limited ability to 
evaluate the competence of grants personnel across the entity to ensure 
they are receiving needed training. 

Since the three agencies we reviewed do not centrally monitor their sub-
agencies’ identification of grants employees, they cannot readily identify 
the agency’s total grants workforce. Consequently, the selected agencies 
do not have reasonable assurance that all employees working on grants 
across their agency are receiving needed grants training and have the 

                                                                                                                       
40GAO-14-704G. 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-14-704G
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necessary knowledge, skills, and abilities to properly manage, administer, 
and monitor grants. 

Central offices at HHS, USDA, and Education provide limited oversight of 
the types of training sub-agencies provide to their grants workforce. Our 
Human Capital Guide identifies having an agency organization that is 
held accountable, along with the line executives, for the maximum 
performance of the workforce as a leading practice. Further, the guide 
states that the agency’s training organization and line executives should 
work together to establish control mechanisms to ensure that agency 
employees successfully complete required and assigned training and 
development. Additionally, the guide states that agencies must assign 
authority and delegate responsibility to the proper personnel and 
establish clear accountability for maximizing workforce performance. 

However, as mentioned earlier, there is no overarching office responsible 
at the selected agencies for overseeing the types of grants training sub-
agencies provide. Additionally, the central offices at the selected agencies 
do not evaluate sub-agency grants training efforts. We found variation 
among the 11 sub-agencies’ grants training programs (as shown in 
appendix III), which highlights the importance of central office oversight 
for making sure the training variation is appropriate. As a result of these 
issues, the selected agencies do not have assurance that grants training 
provided across the various sub-agencies is sufficient in meeting the 
needs of the various employees working on grants. 

Since there is no overarching central office at any of the three agencies 
we reviewed actively being held accountable for sub-agency grants 
training programs, HHS, USDA, and Education cannot ensure that all of 
the sub-agencies working on grants are sufficiently training their grants 
employees. Without central agency oversight and accountability across 
sub-agency grants training programs, not all grants employees may be 
sufficiently trained on grants processes and procedures, which could 
affect grant oversight in terms of grants employees monitoring grants 
properly. 

 
Given the importance of grants as a tool to achieve federal objectives and 
the large outlays the federal government makes to fund them each year, it 
is critical that the people who manage these grants—the federal grants 
workforce—be well-trained to handle their responsibilities. To help 
provide training to this workforce, OPM, OMB, and CFOC created grants 
management competencies, a grants job series, some grants training, 

Conclusions 
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and a career roadmap. However, they have not widely publicized the 
roadmap and some sub-agencies we reviewed were unaware of it. 
Moreover, OMB and the CFOC are not collecting detailed data on users 
or feedback, which limits their ability to determine how useful these 
resources are to the federal grants workforce. 

The selected agencies varied in following selected leading training 
practices and they provided limited monitoring and oversight of their sub-
agencies’ grants training efforts. Without sufficient monitoring and 
oversight, the agencies cannot have reasonable assurance that their sub-
agencies are sufficiently training their grants workforce so they have the 
necessary knowledge, skills, and abilities to properly manage, administer, 
and monitor the billions of dollars that the federal government spends on 
grants annually. 

 
We are making a total of five recommendations, including two to OMB 
and one to each of the selected agencies in our review. Specifically: 

OMB’s Office of Federal Financial Management’s Controller (the CFOC 
chair) should ensure CFOC formally publicizes the Career Roadmap 
guidance among the 24 CFO agencies through memorandums, briefings, 
trainings, regular CFOC meetings, or technical assistance and clearly 
posts its “Controller Alert” on the CFOC website with the Career 
Roadmap Report. (Recommendation 1) 

The Director of OMB, working with CFOC, should (1) collect data metrics 
regularly on the Career Roadmap Builder online tool and Grants Training 
101 to determine how widely the resources are being used, and (2) obtain 
periodic feedback from federal agencies on the usefulness of these tools 
and any needed improvements. (Recommendation 2) 

The Secretary of HHS should establish a process to monitor and evaluate 
HHS’s grants training at the central office level. This process should 
include (1) a method for identifying all employees working on grants 
across the agency, and (2) oversight procedures to evaluate the 
sufficiency of sub-agencies’ grants training efforts including the 
incorporation of leading practices related to assessing competencies, 
training approaches, accountability, and training results. 
(Recommendation 3) 

The Secretary of USDA should establish a process to monitor and 
evaluate USDA’s grants training at the central office level. This process 

Recommendations for 
Executive Action 
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should include (1) a method for identifying all employees working on 
grants across the agency, and (2) oversight procedures to evaluate the 
sufficiency of sub-agencies’ grant-training efforts including the 
incorporation of leading practices related to assessing competencies, 
training approaches, accountability, and training results. 
(Recommendation 4) 

The Secretary of Education should establish a process to monitor and 
evaluate Education’s grants training at the central office level. This 
process should include (1) a method for identifying all employees working 
on grants across the agency, and (2) oversight procedures to evaluate 
the sufficiency of sub-agencies’ grants training efforts including the 
incorporation of leading practices related to assessing competencies, 
training approaches, accountability, and training results. 
(Recommendation 5) 

 
We provided a draft of this product to Education, HHS, OMB, OPM, and 
USDA for review and comment. In written comments reproduced in 
appendixes IV and V respectively, HHS concurred and Education 
generally concurred with our findings and recommendations directed at 
them. Both agencies described the steps they were taking to implement 
our recommendations. In an email, the Chief Learning Officer said that 
USDA concurred with our findings and recommendation. In an email, a 
Management Analyst said that OPM had no comments on the draft 
report.    

OMB staff provided us with oral comments stating that the agency 
partially concurred with our first two recommendations. Specifically, for 
our first recommendation, OMB generally agreed with our finding that the 
Career Roadmap guidance should be better publicized. However, OMB 
believes this is not its responsibility but rather the responsibility of federal 
agencies. OMB stated that federal agencies could incorporate a method 
into their improvement plans to ensure that sub-agencies are made aware 
of the Career Roadmap Guidance. We believe that, as the federal 
government’s central management agency and developer of the Career 
Roadmap, OMB has a responsibility for ensuring that federal agencies 
are aware of the Career Roadmap guidance by formally publicizing it 
through memorandums, briefings, trainings, regular CFOC meetings, or 
technical assistance. 

For the portion of our first recommendation that discusses clearly posting 
the “Controller Alert,” OMB stated it will look at the alert’s placement on 

Agency Comments 
and Our Evaluation 
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the CFOC website to see if the agency can make it more prominent. We 
continue to believe that the “Controller Alert” should be easily accessible 
to anyone visiting the website and should be located on the same page 
as the Career Roadmap, where it would have greater visibility. 

For our second recommendation, OMB agreed that user feedback data 
regarding the Career Roadmap Builder and Grants Training 101 is useful. 
However, OMB stated that while it will continue to collect data on the 
number of users, it believes that federal agencies should be responsible 
for collecting specific, detailed user data if they are using those 
resources. We continue to believe that OMB and CFOC would benefit 
from collecting specific, detailed user data on these tools, which they 
devoted time and multiple resources to developing. Collecting detailed 
data metrics that go beyond the number of users can help OMB and 
CFOC to better evaluate the effectiveness of these grants training tools. 
Additionally, OMB stated the agency is committed to working with CFOC 
to review the Grants Training 101 module to determine how useful it is 
and if any improvements or adjustments are needed.  

All five agencies provided technical comments on the report draft, which 
we incorporated where appropriate.  

We are sending copies of this report to the Secretaries of Education, 
HHS, and USDA and to the Directors of OMB and OPM. In addition, the 
report is available at no charge on the GAO website at 
http://www.gao.gov. If you or your staff have any questions about this 
report, please contact me at (202) 512-2757 or goldenkoffr@gao.gov. 
Contact points for our offices of Congressional Relations and Public 
Affairs may be found on the last page of this report. GAO staff who made 
key contributions to this report are listed in appendix VI. 

Sincerely yours, 

 
Robert Goldenkoff 
Director 
Strategic Issues 
 

 

http://www.gao.gov/
mailto:goldenkoffr@gao.gov
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Table 1: Comparison of Federal Acquisition Training and Grants Workforce Training 

Dimensions of workforce 
training Acquisitions Grants 
Workforce definition The Office of Federal Procurement Policy 

(OFPP) defines the acquisition workforce to 
include, at a minimum, contracting series-1102, 
Contracting Officers, Purchasing series-1105, 
Program/Project Managers, Contracting Officer’s 
Representative, and additional positions 
identified by an agency. 

Definition for workforce in the Grants 
Management series 1109 but use of the 1109 
series is optional and inconsistent across 
agencies.  

Identification of employees  
in the workforce 

OFPP requires agencies to collect and maintain 
standardized information on the acquisition 
workforce. 
Also statutorily required positions of Chief 
Acquisition Officer, Senior Procurement 
Executive, and Acquisition Career Manager. 

Identification of employees in the grants 
workforce vary by agency. 
No required grants management leadership 
positions.  

Skills and competencies 
assessment 

OFPP requires an annual Acquisition Human 
Capital Plan submission. 
OFPP and the Federal Acquisition Institute (FAI) 
conduct an Acquisition Workforce Competency 
Survey. 

The Office of Personnel Management and the 
Office of Management and Budget (OMB) have 
issued guidance on grants competencies but do 
not require skills and competency assessments. 

Training FAI was established by statute to work with 
OFPP to develop and provide training, and 
generally support the executive agencies 
develop their acquisition workforce. 

The Council on Financial Assistance Reform 
and other Chief Financial Officers Council/OMB 
efforts have sought to provide access to training 
including the Grants Management 101 online 
modules and an interactive career roadmap to 
facilitate access to existing training resources 
across agencies.  

Certification OFPP requires certification for certain job 
positions, including Contracting Officer, 
Contracting Officer’s Representative, and 
Program/Project Managers.  

Optional grants management certification 
programs either through agencies or third-party 
providers. 

Source: GAO. | GAO-18-491 
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Table 2: Grants Workforce by Job Series for the Departments of Health and Human Services (HHS), Agriculture (USDA), and 
Education as of March 2018 

Job series 
number Job series title  HHS USDA Education Total 
1109 Grants management series  739 317 0 1056 
1165 Loan Specialist  n/a 792 n/a  792 
685 Public Health Program Specialist 555 n/a n/a  555 
1101 General Business and Industry 180 261 39 480 
101 Social Science 334 29 29 392 
343 Management and Program Analysis 129 53 151 333 
301 Miscellaneous Administration and Program 81 171 31 283 
1720 Education Program  n/a n/a 249 249 
501 Financial Administration and Program 154 13 6 173 
107 Health Insurance Administration 167 n/a  n/a 167 
401 General Biological Science 0  96 n/a 96 
510 Accounting 61 29 n/a 90 
N/A Unidentified Non-1109 Rolesa  n/a 52 n/a 52 
601 General Health Science 42 n/a  n/a 42 
340 Program Management 4 35 2 41 
560 Budget Analysis 18 16 3 37 
610 Nursing Series 37 n/a n/a 37 
810 Civil Engineering n/a 32 n/a 32 
1730 Education Research n/a n/a 28 28 
644 Medical Technologist 22 n/a n/a 22 
1199 Business and Industry Student Trainee n/a 19 n/a 19 
1105 Purchasing n/a 19 n/a 19 
808 Architecture 0  14 n/a 14 
2210 Information Technology Management 7 2 4 13 
511 Auditing 12  n/a  n/a 12 
318 Secretary 9 3 n/a 12 
N/A U.S. Public Health Service Commissioned Corps 12  n/a n/a 12 
1146 Agricultural Marketing n/a 11 n/a 11 
303 Miscellaneous Clerk and Assistant 11  n/a n/a 11 
855 Electronics Engineering n/a 8 n/a 8 
1140 Trade Specialist n/a 8 n/a 8 
1035 Public Affairs  n/a 6 1 7 
399 Administration and Office Support Student Trainee 5 1 n/a  6 
828 Construction Analyst  n/a 4 n/a  4 
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Job series 
number Job series title  HHS USDA Education Total 
110 Economist  n/a 4 n/a 4 
660 Pharmacy Series 4  n/a n/a 4 
028 Environmental Protection Specialist  n/a 3 n/a 3 
1102 Contracting 2  n/a n/a 2 
819 Environmental Engineering  n/a 2 n/a 2 
503 Financial Clerical & Assistance n/a 2 n/a 2 
1701 General Education and Training 0  2 n/a 2 
801 General Engineering   n/a 2 n/a 2 
131 International Relations  n/a 2 n/a 2 
602 Physician Series 2  n/a n/a 2 
803 Safety Engineering 2  n/a  n/a 2 
341 Administrative Officer  n/a 1 n/a 1 
809 Construction Control Technical  n/a 1  n/a 1 
1160 Financial Analysis  n/a 1  n/a 1 
326 Office Automation Clerical and Assistance  n/a 1  n/a 1 
1515 Operations Research  n/a 1  n/a 1 
1170 Realty 1  n/a  n/a 1 
1530 Statistician  0  n/a 1 1 
391 Telecommunications  n/a 1  n/a 1 
1084 Visual Information  n/a  n/a 1 1 
N/A Identified with multiple non-1109 rolesb  n/a 3811  n/a 3811 
 Total 2590 5825 545 8960 

Source: GAO analysis of HHS, USDA, and Education data. | GAO-18-491 

Note: Cells with “n/a” = not applicable and indicate those job series/titles are not used to identify the 
grants workforce at that agency. A “0” indicates that agency does use that job series to identify grants 
personnel but currently has zero personnel employed in that job series. 
aThis category reflects non-1109 employees that agencies reported as working on grants but could 
not identify their specific job series. 
bUSDA was the only agency of the three agencies we reviewed that identified numerous non-1109 
grants employees that worked in multiple job series roles. 
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The Department of Health and Human Services (HHS). HHS is a large 
agency with 11 sub-agencies administering a wide variety of health and 
human services that takes a decentralized approach to training its grants 
workforce. While HHS’ central Assistant Secretary for Financial 
Resources (ASFR) office provides grant policy and regulatory guidance 
updates to HHS sub-agencies, ASFR officials said they leave the decision 
on how to implement grants training to each of those sub-agencies. The 
selected sub-agencies we reviewed—the Administration for Children and 
Families, Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services, Health Resources 
and Services Administration, and National Institutes of Health—all 
implement their own grants training programs and procedures. 

The four sub-agencies at HHS that we reviewed take different 
approaches in how they implement their respective grants training 
programs. For example, some sub-agencies require that grant personnel 
take required courses while others make them optional; some provide 
internal grants training while others also use the services of an external 
training vendor; and some require certification while others make it 
optional. Table 3 highlights some of the grants training programs’ 
characteristics at the four HHS sub-agencies we reviewed. 

Table 3: Characteristics of Selected Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) Sub-Agency Grants Training Programs 

HHS sub-agency Types of grants personnel  Types of grants training offered 
Administration for Children  
and Families  

• 1109 grants management 
specialists 

• Non-1109 program and financial 
specialists 

• Required internal grant courses 
• Optional internal vendor grants management 

certification  

Centers for Medicare and 
Medicaid Services (CMS) 
 
CMS Discretionary Grants 
Officea  
 
 
 
 
CMS Mandatory Grants Officea 

 
 
 

• 1109 grants management 
specialists 

• Non-1109 management analyst 
 
 

 
• Non-1109 health insurance and 

financial specialists 

 
 
 

• Internal day-long introduction course for both 1109s 
and non-1109s 

• Required external vendor grants management 
certification for 1109s 

• Recommended attendance at National Grants 
Management Association (NGMA) conference for 
grants management officers 

• No specific grants training requirements 
• Ongoing training based on issues identified and 

agency-wide policies 
• Attendance at training conferences 
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HHS sub-agency Types of grants personnel  Types of grants training offered 
Health Resources and Services 
Administration (HRSA) 

• 1109 grants management 
specialists 

• Non-1109 project officers in 20 
different job series classifications 

• Required coursework through HRSA Learning 
Institute system 

• Required HRSA project officer certification program 
for non-1109 project officers 

• HRSA introduction program primarily for non-1109 
project officers 

• Some external vendor training 
• Attendance at NGMA conference 

National Institutes of Health 
(NIH) 

• 1109 grants management 
specialists 

• Non-1109 management and 
program analysts  

• Required introduction course 
• Courses through NIH Grants Management University 
• Required NIH grants management certification 

program for all 1109s 
• Some external vendor training 

Source: GAO analysis of interviews with HHS officials. | GAO-18-491 
aHHS’ CMS sub-agency is divided into two offices—one that handles discretionary grants and one 
that handles mandatory grants. Each manages its own grants training programs separately so we 
have broken them out for the purposes of this table. 

 

The Department of Agriculture (USDA). USDA is made up of 29 
agencies and offices at more than 4,500 locations across the country and 
abroad. While its central Office of the Chief Financial Officer (OCFO) 
provides some guidance on federal financial assistance policies and 
grants terms and conditions, and ensures department-wide training 
requirements are met, it, like HHS, leaves the decision on how to 
implement grants training to each of its sub-agencies. The selected sub-
agencies we reviewed—the Food and Nutrition Service, Forest Service, 
National Institute of Food and Agriculture, and Rural Development—all 
implemented their own respective grants training programs and 
procedures. Table 4 highlights some of the grants training programs’ 
characteristics at the four USDA sub-agencies we reviewed. 

  



 
Appendix III: Grants Training Programs at the 
Departments of Health and Human Services, 
Agriculture, and Education 
 
 
 
 

Page 39 GAO-18-491  Grants Workforce 

Table 4: Characteristics of Selected U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) Sub-Agency Grants Training Programs 

USDA sub-agency Types of grants personnel  Types of grants training offered 
Food and Nutrition Service (FNS) • 1109 grants specialists 

• Non-1109 accounting and data 
analysts, audit liaisons, and 
financial managers 

• FNS National Grants Management Training Plan to 
regions 

• Webinars and live meetings 
• On-the-job training and general FNS-wide training 
• AgLearn online training coursesa 
• Optional external vendor grants management 

certification 
Forest Service (FS) • 1109 grants specialists 

• Non-1109 program and project 
managers; administrative and 
financial staff, among others 

• On-the-job training and general FS-wide training 
• Individual FS unit-specific grants training 
• Acquisition conference that includes grants training 
• Optional external vendor grants management 

certification 
National Institute of Food and 
Agriculture (NIFA) 

• 1109 grants specialists 
• Non-1109 financial managers, 

scientists, audit and policy 
officials, among others. 

• Introduction to Grants course/refresher 
• Indirect cost training provided by NIFA’s Office of 

Grants and Financial Management (OGFM) 
• Agency-wide grants training sponsored by NIFA’s 

OGFM 
• AgLearn online training portal coursesa 
• Cross-agency training 
• Optional external vendor grants management 

certification 
Rural Development  • 1109 grants specialist 

• Non-1109 area directors, 
management and program 
analysts, business and loan 
grant analysts, and loan 
specialists 

• On-the-job training 
• Optional external vendor grants management 

certification for non-1109s but all full-level 
performance specialists/analysts have obtained a 
certificate in grants management 

Source: GAO analysis of interviews with USDA officials. | GAO-18-491 
aAgLearn is USDA’s enterprise training and workforce development system and serves as the official 
training data repository for the agency. 

 

The Department of Education (Education). Education approaches 
grants training by combining both centralized and decentralized 
approaches for its eight principal offices that conduct grant work. 
Education’s central OCFO offers broad financial grants training such as 
Oversight of Financial Management of Ed Formula/Discretionary Grants 
and Discretionary Grant Budget Reviews. Education’s central Learning 
and Development office offers broad introductory grants training such as 
Introduction to Grants and Cooperative Agreements, Uniform 
Administrative Guidance, and Cost Principals. According to Education 
officials, Education’s Risk Management Services (RMS) offers risk 
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management-based grants training including Discretionary Grants 
Overview, Conducting a Cost Analysis and Budget Review, Monitoring 
Grants, Suspension and Debarment, and Risk Assessment and Risk 
Mitigation. RMS also manages Education’s licensing program and 
oversees training for new license holders geared towards grants 
administration.1 

In addition to these central office trainings, each Education sub-agency 
also provides specific training tailored for its mission as verified by the 
three Education sub-agencies we reviewed—the Office of Special 
Education and Rehabilitative Services (OSERS), the Office of Elementary 
and Secondary Education (OESE), and the Office of Post-Secondary 
Education. For example, according to Education officials, OSERS trains 
grant staff on the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act grant 
application review process, and OESE recently identified a need for and 
developed and taught a course on improving the grantee communication 
process.2 Table 5 highlights some of the grants training programs’ 
characteristics at the three Education sub-agencies we reviewed. 

  

                                                                                                                       
1According to Education officials, Education’s licensing program delegates authority to 
employees to obligate and de-obligate grant funds. There are several eligibility 
requirements to be a license holder, including being a GS-12 or above. Education requires 
certification of all licenses holders who obligate funds across the whole agency. However, 
not all “grant employees” obligate funds. 
2Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, Pub. L. 101-476, 104 Stat. 1142, Oct. 30, 
1990.  
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Table 5: Characteristics of Selected Department of Education Sub-Agency Grants Training Programs 

Education sub-agency Types of grant personnel  Types of grants training offered 
Office of Special Education  
and Rehabilitative Services  

• Non-1109 education program 
specialists, grants specialists/ 
analysts, and budget officers 

• Grant financial management and risk assessment 
training facilitated by senior agency grant specialists 

• Required completion of basic grants training, grants 
management system training, and peer review of 
grants management officers 

• Required certification for grants fiscal employees but 
optional (highly encouraged) external vendor grants 
management certification for grants program 
employees 

Office of Elementary and 
Secondary Education (OESE) 

• Non-1109 grants analysts, grants 
management specialists, and 
education program specialists  

• OESE-wide grants training and program office specific 
training 

• OESE training built around 7 core grant administration 
areas and functions that are broken down into 21 
OESE-specific skills in high need topical areas to 
enable staff to evaluate K-12 and related grants under 
the Elementary and Secondary Education Act. 

• Optional but highly encouraged external vendor grants 
management certification  

Office of Post-Secondary 
Education (OPE) 

• Non-1109 grant specialists, 
educational program specialists, 
management and program 
analysts, and general business/ 
industry specialists 

• Required external vendor grants management 
certification for grants specialists and educational 
program specialists 

• OPE-wide training 
• Education-wide training from RMS and OCFO 
• Mentor-provided training 
• External learning opportunities from think tanks and 

academia 

Source: GAO analysis of interviews with Education officials. | GAO-18-491 
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