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Eligibility

Eligibility is open to all U.S., Afghan, third-country and international organizations or companies with direct experience managing exchange programs involving the higher education sector, an ability to work with Afghan government institutions, and a proven track record of success implementing exchange programs between Afghanistan and the United States. 

Cost Sharing or Matching 

This program does nor require cost sharing.

Other Special Eligibility Criteria

Not Applicable.  
Contact Information

A) For questions relating to Grants.gov, please call the Grants.gov Contact Center at 1-800-518-4726.
B) For assistance with the requirements of this solicitation, contact:

Ellen Delage, Program Specialist, Bureau of South and Central Asian Affairs, Office of Press and Public Diplomacy, at:

Email:  delageem@state.gov  (Preferred method of communication)
Phone:  202-647-9503.
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I. Executive Summary
The Public Affairs Section (PAS) of the U.S. Embassy in Kabul, Afghanistan is pleased to announce an open competition for assistance awards through this Request for Proposals (RFP).  PAS Kabul invites all eligible organizations to submit a proposal for working with the U.S. Embassy and the Afghan Ministry of Higher Education to implement two exchange programs targeting administration professionals within the Afghan higher education system – deans/vice deans, chancellors/vice chancellors, human resource and administration officer directors, etc. The two exchanges to take place during fall and spring US academic semesters during 2011 will cover two themes: a.) maintaining academic quality during a period of institutional growth and restructuring; and b.) policy and management strategies for growth. 
A successful proposal will include a plan for the implementation of the exchange, including local partners in Afghanistan and in the United States. The exchanges should mirror the experience of the International Visitor Leadership Program (IVLP) – a two to three week travel program that includes three or four U.S. cities or states, and gives the participants both a professional experience and cultural introduction to the United States. 
II. BACKGROUND
Capacity in Afghanistan’s higher education system has grown significantly in the last decade to number more than 20 public and over 30 private accredited institutions.  Additionally, institutions have hired more faculty members and built more classrooms and dormitories; faculty members have gained advanced degrees overseas and returned to teach; and the Ministry of Higher Education has authored the National Higher Education Strategic Plan to guide work towards strategic goals for the period from 2010 to 2014.  Despite these advances, many universities are still struggling to re-establish themselves as high quality institutions and to simultaneously manage the burgeoning numbers of students hungry for higher education under a constitution entitling all eligible students to a free higher education courtesy of the government.  
As described in the National Higher Education Strategic Plan, “the capacities of current institutions continue to be limited and cannot meet the overwhelming demands for access from an increasing number of high school graduates. In 2009, some 62,000 students comprised the enrolment of the higher education sector. It is estimated that there will be 100,000 high school graduates by 2010 and 600,000 by 2014.”  The plan also suggests these key questions: “How many of these could and should be accommodated in the higher education institutions of the country? What numbers and what kinds of institutions both public and private would be required and are affordable?”  

In addition to addressing issues of quantity, the plan outlines an ambitious set of goals “designed to improve the quality of higher education including curriculum development, a merit-based recruitment and promotion system, policies designed to increase research and publications, improvement of facilities (e.g. libraries, ICT, Internet access), development of graduate programs, foreign language instruction (especially English), quality improvement and accreditation.” The plan also acknowledges “quality improvement also requires improved student services, advising, health, and placement as well as enhanced capacity to insure the integrity, transparency, and independence of the national entrance examination.” 
The plan is available in English here: http://www.mohe.gov.af/?lang=en&p=plan 

In the MOHE’s process of operationalizing the strategic plan, they have also identified the following needs on the technical side: 

· Reform administrative, procurement and accounting practices and procedures
· Build capacity at the institutional level to make decentralization work
· Develop an information management system

· Develop governance and academic management skills at ministry and institutional levels

· Initiate monitoring and evaluation of the academic functions 
· Develop an accreditation and quality assurance system
Current and Past USG Activities Supporting the Higher Education System

In fall of 2007, the U.S. Department of State (DOS) sponsored an IVLP project entitled ''University Administration'' addressing the following objectives: 

· Examine the U.S. system of higher education, its structure, administration, recruitment processes (domestic and overseas) and support services;

· Consider funding and endowment issues of public, land grant and private universities;

· Explore how universities work cooperatively with business, government, non-governmental organizations, and the community; and

· Study how universities maximize the use of technology for academic and administrative purposes.
In spring 2011, DOS is sponsoring another IVLP entitled “Higher Education: Alternatives to Four-Year Degree Programs.”  This program addresses issues related to the role of higher education programs that do not necessarily lead to a bachelor’s degree, e.g. junior and community colleges, proprietary schools, on-line programs, and specialized vocational training schools that offer an alternative to a four-year university degree.  
The Afghan Junior Faculty Development Program, which took place January-March 2011, provided an intensive U.S. professional training program for up to ten junior faculty members from Afghan universities. The program aimed to enhance and broaden the professional skill sets of junior faculty in various fields of study at Afghan universities.  Activities and seminars during the program focused on theoretical and practical topics such as teaching methodology, pedagogy, resources, and technology.  
The Fulbright fellowship program has also contributed to the higher education system in the form of instructors with post-graduate degrees. Seven Afghan Fulbright Fellowship Alumni who received master’s degrees are currently teaching at public and private universities. 
USAID’s investments, including the Higher Education Program (HEP), have resulted in significant improvements in the quality of university-level education in Afghanistan.  The interventions have improved the quality of academic staff, increased the number of professors holding master's degrees, and improved faculty capacity in conducting research.  The activities have also increased professors’ English and computer literacy skills and provided equipment, teaching, and learning materials. 

Programming run by the Embassy Public Affairs Section’s English Language Unit supports the development of faculty and students at several universities through a variety of projects designed to meet the particular English language needs of the university.  English Language Fellows are currently placed at two Kabul universities. Two more will soon arrive in Herat and Balkh Universities. Several universities also benefit from English for Special Purposes programs, such as the Economics Faculty at Kandahar University where the Embassy’s English language support focuses partly on their entrepreneurship curriculum. 

In 2010 the Public Affairs Section of U.S. Embassy Kabul awarded a grant to support the expansion of NATO's "SILK-Afghanistan" Program.  SILK-Afghanistan provides high-speed internet access to eighteen universities nationwide.  
Further, Public Affairs is currently supporting the construction of purpose-built facilities with equipment necessary for a university radio station, printing press, and TV production studio at Kabul, Herat, Kandahar, Balkh, Shaikh Zayed (Khost), and Nangarhar Universities.  These facilities will be developed with U.S. government funding on each university’s grounds and managed by the journalism departments.  The facilities will open over the course of the next year.  

The university media centers are critical to the success of several university partnerships in journalism that the Public Affairs section is establishing between U.S. four-year colleges or universities and Afghan universities. These partnerships will increase academic standards in journalism and support developments in the field of journalism.  Project activities will include faculty exchange, curriculum development, collaboration with the local media sector, and English for Specific Purposes.
Objectives
Proposals should address four distinct activities:

· Design of two exchange programs similar to the IVLP. Cities/states to be visited and U.S. partner institutions and/or organizations should be identified. Specific program objectives are outlined below.
· Implementation of the exchange, including coordination of all travel logistics: passports, visas, airfare, accommodation, etc.
· Implementation of pre-departure, program and post-departure workshops to ensure participants maximize US-based opportunities, as well as developing and executing plans around how to utilize lessons learned on the program.
· Reporting on the results of the exchange program and evaluation of the participants’ experience and practical applications for the growth of Afghanistan’s higher education system.
Design and Objectives:  The two trips should follow a program designed along the lines of a traditional IVLP.  Each of the two visits should include up to 3 weeks of travel for 15-20 participants and visits to 3-4 cities/states in the United States. A number of professional and cultural institutions would be visited in each location, and the project may include a “home stay” at a U.S. college, community college, or university. Specific objectives may include, but are not limited to: 
Fall Semester 2011 - Academic quality and growth:  Participants will visit public or private universities and work with governing bodies responsible for state-wide university systems which have undergone recent growth while maintaining high levels of academic quality in faculty and student bodies. Priority issues may include:
· Building a vision and strategic plan aligned to available resources

· Ensuring quality under a decentralized system of higher education 

· Criteria-based admissions processes, polices and procedures
· Student recruitment strategies 

· Faculty recruitment, retention and promotion strategies

· Human resources’ role in developing a high-quality institution, including professional development of faculty

· Institutional and departmental governance

· Alternative class delivery structures and schedules (online, distance learning, satellite campuses, etc.)

· Partnering with other public and private entities to realize vision and align to workforce demands

· University accreditation process and institutions as led by non-governmental agencies
· The role of adjunct faculty, graduate assistance, and other non- faculty members in the academic program
Spring Semester 2012 - Policy and management strategies for growth: Participants will visit private and state universities and work with governing bodies responsible for state-wide university systems which have undergone recent growth with static or decreasing budgets. Priority issues may include: 

· University-level budget and legal management 

· Departmental-level budget and legal management

· Institutional and departmental monitoring and evaluation

· Institutional measures for transparency and accountability 

· Financial planning and revenue generation for institutions

· Alternative class delivery structures and schedules (online, distance learning, satellite campuses, university extension courses, etc.)
Recruitment:  For both exchange programs, deans and vice deans, chancellors and vice-chancellors, and administrative office directors and staff will be key participants. The program on academic quality should also include staff who manage the university entrance exam, known as the Kankor, and human resources department staff. The financial/legal program should include participations from the Ministry’s legal and financial department and monitoring/evaluation staff from the Ministry and/or individual Afghan universities.  Efforts will be made to identify qualified women who will receive priority in the selection process. 
The Afghan Ministry of Higher Education and the Public Affairs Section of the U.S. Embassy in Kabul will collaboratively develop proposed participant lists for each exchange.  The applicant will review and may input into the participant list, though the Public Affairs Section will have final approval.  
Implementation:  Applicants must demonstrate the ability to carry out all logistical arrangements for both exchange programs. This includes travel and accommodation arrangements within Afghanistan (for participants from the provinces) and in the United States. Applicants must be able to independently or with local partners manage the visa processes without assistance from the US Embassy or other United States Government offices.   
Monitoring and Evaluation: Please delineate the plan to qualitatively and quantitatively evaluate the project, analyze the participants’ experiences, and follow up on the programs’ impact on higher education in Afghanistan.
III. ELIGIBILITY Requirements
Eligibility is open to all U.S., Afghan, and third-country organizations, as well as nonprofit or for-profit companies with direct experience managing exchange programs involving the higher education sector, an ability to work with Afghan government institutions, and a proven track record of success implementing exchange programs between Afghanistan and the United States. (see “Eligibility” on page 1).  
Applicants are not required to include funding from other donors.  However, applications that include additional in-kind and/or cash contributions from non-U.S. Government sources will be more competitive, since cost-sharing demonstrates a strong commitment to the planned activities and will be considered to show greater cost effectiveness.
IV. APPLICATION AND SUBMISSION INFORMATION
Type of Award:  Cooperative Agreement

Approximate Total Funding:  $600,000
Award Period: 12-16 months
Application Submission Process:  Applicants must submit concept papers electronically using Grants.gov or submit proposals to PAS Kabul directly at: KabulPDProposals@state.gov.  Thorough instructions on the Grants.gov application process are available at http://www.grants.gov.  For questions relating to Grants.gov, please call the Grants.gov Contact Center at 1-800-518-4726.  For questions about this solicitation, contact:
Ellen Delage, Program Specialist, Bureau of South and Central Asian Affairs, Office of Press and Public Diplomacy, at:

Email:  delageem@state.gov  (Preferred method of communication)
Phone:  202-647-9503.

Check http://www.grants.gov throughout the application period;  further information, including answers to submitted questions, may be posted.
Application Deadline: All applications must be submitted on or before May 19, 2011, 11:59 p.m. eastern time.  Applications submitted after 11:59 p.m. will be ineligible for consideration.  Begin the application process early, as this will allow time to address any technical difficulties that may arise in advance of the deadline.  There will be no exceptions to this application deadline.
All applicants utilizing Grants.gov must register with Grants.gov prior to submitting an application.  Registering with Grants.gov is a one-time process; however, it could take as long as two weeks to have the registration validated and confirmed.  Please begin the registration process immediately to ensure that the process is completed well in advance of the deadline for applications.  Until that process is complete, you will not be issued a user password for Grants.gov, which is required for application submission.  There are four steps that you must complete before you are able to register: (1) Obtain a Data Universal Numbering System (DUNS) number from Dun & Bradstreet (if your organization does not have one already) by calling 1-866-705-5711; (2) Register with Central Contractor Registry (CCR); (3) Register yourself as an Authorized Organization Representative (AOR); and (4) Be authorized as an AOR by your organization.  For more information, go to www.grants.gov.  Please note that your CCR registration must be annually renewed.  Failure to renew your CCR registration may prohibit submission of a grant application through Grants.gov.
Application Content:  Applicants must follow the RFP instructions and conditions contained herein and supply all information required.  Failure to furnish all information or comply with stated requirements will result in disqualification from the competition.  Applicants must set forth full, accurate, and complete information as required by this RFP.  The penalty for making false statements in proposals to the USG is prescribed on 18 U.S.C.1001.
Proposals may not exceed 10 double-spaced pages in 12-point, Times New Roman font with 1-inch margins.  This requirement excludes the allowable appendices, which are identified in Section 6 below.  The proposal must consist of the following:
Section 1 - Application for Federal Assistance (SF-424):
This form can be found on-line at: http://www.grants.gov/techlib/SF424-V2.0.pdf.
Section 2 - Abstract:  

The abstract is limited to 300 words in length.  It must provide a summary of the project to be undertaken, expected timeline, and cost. 
Section 3 – Implementation Plan:  

The applicant must specify the goals and objectives of the project. The steps involved -- from design to recruitment to implementation to monitoring and evaluation -- should be described in sufficient detail to show how objectives and goals will be met.  This section should also describe how success will be measured via performance indicators.  This section must include a time-task plan that clearly identifies the objectives and major activities.
Section 4 - Organizational Capability:  

Applications must include a clear description of the applicant’s management structure; previous experience with exchanges in the higher education sector, preferably in Afghanistan; experience working with Afghan government institutions, and the organizational experience and background in Afghanistan related to the proposed activities.  Besides information about the organization as a whole, this section must also identify the proposed management structure and staffing plan for the proposed project.  

Section 5 - Appendices:  
The concept paper submission must include three appendices, as described below.  
(a) Budget (Required) – the budget must identify the total amount of funding requested, with a breakdown of amounts to be spent in the following budget categories: personnel; fringe benefits; travel; equipment; supplies; consultants/contracts; other direct costs; and indirect costs.  The budget may not exceed 1 page in length.
(b) Resume (Required) – a resume, not to exceed 1 page in length, must be included for the proposed key staff person, such as the Project Director.  If an individual for this type of position has not been identified, the applicant may submit a 1-page position description, identifying the qualifications and skills required for that position, in lieu of a resume.
(c) Letters of Intent (Required) – for this project, local partnerships, including with the Afghan government and proposed partner institutions in the United States, are critical. Letters of intent should be included with the concept paper.  The letters must identify the type of relationship to be entered into (formal or informal), the roles and responsibilities of each partner in relation to the proposed project activities, and the expected result of the partnership.  Please note that these are not letters of support, and should only be included for those organizations that will play an active role in the project, including those that receive financial support through the project budget.  The individual letters cannot exceed 1 page in length, and applicants are limited to submitting up to five letters per proposal. 
V. AWARD SELECTION CRITERIA
Evaluation Criteria:  Applicants should note that the following criteria (1) serve as a standard against which all proposals will be evaluated, and (2) serve to identify the significant matters that should be addressed in all proposals.  The USG will award grants to the applicants whose offers represent the best value to the USG on the basis of technical merit and cost. 
Each application will be evaluated by a peer review committee of Department of State and other experts, as deemed appropriate.  The evaluation criteria have been tailored to the requirements of this RFP.  
· Project Goals/Implementation Plan (35 points): Applicants should describe what they propose to do and how they will do it.  The proposed activities must directly relate to meeting the goals and objectives, and applicants should include information on how they will measure activities’ effectiveness.   The review panel will be viewing the implementation plan in terms of how well it addresses the stated need for monitoring and evaluation, relevance of the goals and objectives, and feasibility of the proposed activities and their timeline for completion. 
· Organizational Capability (35 points): Proposals should demonstrate the ability to design and implement two exchange programs for Afghan higher education professionals that will give them an American professional and cultural experience. Applicants must demonstrate how their resources, capabilities, and experience will enable them to achieve the stated goals and objectives.  In addition, applicants should describe how and with whom they will collaborate to meet project goals.  
· Appendices (30 points):

· Budget:  Costs shall be evaluated for realism, control practices, and efficiency.  The Department of State must determine that the costs paid for this award are reasonable, allowable, and allocable to the proposed project activities.  This will consist of a review of the Budget to determine if the overall costs are realistic for the work to be performed, if the costs reflect the applicant’s understanding of the allowable cost principles established by OMB Circular A-122, and if the costs are consistent with the program narrative. 
· Resume: The review panel will consider the appropriateness of the selected project director, in view of the role and responsibility that person will play in guiding the project through implementation to completion.  Position descriptions submitted in lieu of the resume will be reviewed for the appropriateness of the qualifications and skills identified.  

· Letters of Intent: The review panel will consider the types and depth of relationships that the applicant has with local organizations.  The panel will also review the letters to determine the willingness of local organizations to participate in the effort, and that all parties have an understanding of their unique roles and responsibilities in terms of the proposed project.  
VI. AWARD ADMINISTRATION INFORMATION

Award Notices:  The grant shall be written, signed, awarded, and administered by the Grants Officer.  The Grants Officer is the government official delegated the authority by the U.S. Department of State Procurement Executive to write, award, and administer grants and cooperative agreements.  The assistance award agreement is the authorizing document and it will be provided to the Recipient through either mail or facsimile transmission.  Organizations whose applications will not be funded will also be notified in writing.

Anticipated Time to Award:  Applicants should expect to be notified if their proposal has been selected for award within 30 days after the submission deadline.  PAS Kabul will provide information at the point of notification about any modification to the proposal or plan of work that will be required to finalize the cooperative agreement. 

Successful applicants can expect to receive the first installment of funding 30-40 days after the grant is finalized and signed by all parties. 

Issuance of this RFP does not constitute an award commitment on the part of the U.S. government, nor does it commit the U.S. government to pay for costs incurred in the preparation and submission of proposals.  Further, the U.S. government reserves the right to reject any or all proposals received.

· Reporting Requirements:  Grantees are required to submit quarterly program progress and financial reports throughout the project period.  Progress and financial reports are due 30 days after the reporting period.  Final programmatic and financial reports are due 90 days after the close of the project period.  
VII. Disclaimer
If a proposal is selected for funding, the Department of State has no obligation to provide any additional future funding in connection with the award.  Renewal of an award to increase funding or extend the period of performance is at the total discretion of the Department of State.
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