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Thursday, June 22, 2006

Dr. Rogers called the meeting to order at 8:30 AM in Room 375.  Committee members, NSF staff, and others introduced themselves.  Tom Cooley, Chief Financial Officer and Director, Office of Budget, Finance, and Award Management (BFA), welcomed the Committee, thanking them for their participation, and gave the Committee its charge.  Mr. Cooley noted that the AC/GPA was the only committee charged with evaluating performance at the Foundation level. He noted that this overall view was important to the integrity of the Foundation.  

NSF OVERVIEW PRESENTATIONS

Overview presentations were then given by Craig Robinson, Senior Advisor, Budget Division, and Marilyn Suiter, Program Director, Budget Division.  Dr. Robinson briefed the Committee on the draft NSF Strategic Plan, FY 2006 – 2011.  He addressed the current NSF mission, vision, and strategic outcome goals.  Filling in for Pat Tsuchitani, he also briefed the Committee on performance assessment and reporting at NSF.   AC/GPA assessment is critical for NSF reporting requirements, which include the annual Performance and Accountability Report (PAR), the Program Assessment Rating Tool (PART) required by the Office of Management and Budget (OMB), the agency’s annual budget requests, the President’s Management Agenda (PMA), and GPRA.  NSF’s PART programs have all been rated as effective; results are available at www.results.gov.   Marilyn Suiter reported on outcomes from the 2005 AC/GPA report.  She noted the implementation of a number of suggestions including committee orientation early in the meeting preparation process, scheduling a session with the Director later in the meeting, strengthening liaison with the Advisory Committee for Business and Operations, improving the quality of nuggets to include examples of transformative research and multidisciplinary research, and changes to the AC/GPA report structure. 

ISSUES FORUM

During the morning session, several NSF staff gave presentations on issues of current concern to the Foundation.  James Lightbourne of the Office of Integrative Activities summarized the issues surrounding merit review of proposals.  Fae Korsmo of the Office of the Director emphasized the importance of Committees of Visitors (COVs) and the responses prepared by the Directorates to each COV report, all of which are posted on the NSF website.  Art Ellis, Director of the Division of Chemistry, talked about transformative research and its renewed importance relative to the President’s “American Competitiveness Initiative.”  He noted that there are calls for increased Federal funding for high risk/high impact research.  NSF’s Small Grants for Exploratory Research (SGER) program is being studied as a method to increase the number of awards in support of high risk, transformative research.  Joanne Tornow, Office of the Assistant Director for Biological Sciences, described a major staff effort now underway to identify the principal issues involved in achieving balance and flexibility in managing proposals and awards.

The meeting was recessed at 12:00 PM.  Committee members divided into four subgroups for further discussion of achievement under the four strategic outcome goals:  Ideas, Tools, People and Organizational Excellence.  

The Committee reconvened at 3:30 PM.  Each subgroup chairman reported on the progress of the subgroup’s discussions and presented highlights of their subgroups’ deliberations.

IDEAS Discussion

After initial deliberations, the IDEAS Subgroup requested additional clarification of various indicators under IDEAS and PEOPLE.  They also asked for additional information in order to evaluate accomplishments in the topics of broadening participation and engineering education.  

TOOLS Discussion

The TOOLS Subgroup reported that their report was almost complete, but that they would like more information on the indicator related to next generation facilities and platforms.  The subgroup discussed the need for better control, earlier oversight and closer monitoring of large facility projects.  There was discussion about the need for more thought on how data systems are managed…the who, what, and how for improved usage.
PEOPLE Discussion

The PEOPLE Subgroup suggested that NSF follow up on awards after their completion by assessing, for example, the sustainability of projects.  In reviewing the nuggets, the subgroup noted that it is often difficult to determine the actual outcomes of projects.  They recommended that NSF program officers write nuggets throughout the year and not just in preparation for the AC/GPA meeting.

ORGANIZATIONAL EXCELLENCE Discussion

The ORGANIZATIONAL EXCELLENCE Subgroup discussed issues surrounding the broader impacts criterion of the merit review process.  All NSF proposals must address two merit review criteria:  intellectual merit and broader impacts.  The subgroup advocated that supplemental guidelines be given to prospective proposers, reviewers, and NSF program officers to clarify and increase the transparency of the broader impacts criterion.  Discussion centered on the training of program officers and on the differences between temporary and permanent program staff.

The Committee then focused on preparation for meeting with the Director and Deputy Director on the following day.  Committee members discussed questions to ask and decided to prioritize the questions presented during the subgroups’ sessions, with two or three questions from each subgroup as time permits.

The Committee recessed at 4:30 PM, with subgroups continuing their report deliberations as needed.

Friday, June 23, 2006

Dr. Rogers reconvened the meeting at 9:00 AM, calling for preliminary reports from the subgroups for incorporation into the final report.  The subgroup chairs presented their reports to the Committee as follows.  

IDEAS Subgroup Report (Subgroup Chair:  Sally Mason):  The Ideas Subgroup found significant achievement for each indicator under the goal.  The subgroup commented that the reach of the Foundation extends across all disciplines and educational sectors, and extends significantly across international boundaries as evidenced by many large scale interdisciplinary and internationally focused awards. The subgroup noted the heavy reliance on nuggets during the initial review phase.  It was suggested that additional sources of information, such as COV comments on outcomes, be included by committee members when writing the report. 

TOOLS Subgroup Report (Subgroup Chair:  David Spencer):  The Tools Subgroup found that NSF has attained significant achievement for all indicators of the TOOLS strategic outcome goal.  The subgroup also concluded that the projects contained in the TOOLS portfolio exhibited both high quality and relevance.

PEOPLE Subgroup Report (Subgroup Chair:  Robert Harriss):  The People Subgroup found significant achievement for all indicators.   Based on the review of project accomplishments (nuggets), COV reports, and other relevant materials, the quality of projects and programs was determined to be high and relevant to the People strategic outcome goal.  The subgroup noted that many of the projects reviewed have high relevance to the development of a strong workforce and to public understanding of science.  Projects contributing to the People goal were found to include goals and accomplishments considered to be bold and at the frontiers of science, engineering, and education.   

ORGANIZATIONAL EXCELLENCE (OE) Subgroup Report (Subgroup Chair: Gordon Uno):  The Organizational Excellence Subgroup accepted the findings in the recently submitted letter from the Advisory Committee for Business and Operations confirming that NSF had achieved significant achievement  for the three OE indicators under their review for FY 2006.  Based on a review of COV reports and other information, the subgroup concluded that NSF had demonstrated significant achievement for the fourth indicator, merit review, of this outcome goal.  Members noted there may be a need for a better definition for the broader impacts criterion in the merit review process. 

The Committee accepted the subgroup findings and recommendations.  Draft subgroup reports were posted on the Committee’s website and will be incorporated into a draft final report by the Chairman.  The report will be circulated among the Committee members for comment before final submission to the NSF Director.

The Committee noted several common themes:  selection of nuggets, increasing the reviewer pool and broadening participation, and the difficulty of assessing broader impacts.  There was general agreement that the preparation of subgroup draft reports prior to the meeting was very helpful.  This allowed the members to have better conversations about the important issues during the meeting. 

The Chair invited members’ comments on prioritizing Committee’s recommendations before the report is submitted to NSF and entertained questions on the process of finalizing the content of the report.  She requested final subgroup reports within a week.  She introduced Pat Tsuchitani, who explained that excerpts from the AC/GPA’s report are included in the Performance and Accountability Report (PAR), the Foundation’s annual report.  

SESSION WITH THE DIRECTOR AND DEPUTY DIRECTOR

The Committee met for about an hour with the Director, Dr. Arden L. Bement, Jr., and the Deputy Director, Dr. Kathie L. Olsen.  Dr. Bement opened his remarks by thanking the Committee members for their service, noting that the institutions they represent reflect the diversity of NSF programs.  He mentioned that the NSF FY 2007 Budget Request was still being marked up in Congress, and that it emphasized basic research, including transformational research.  Dr. Olsen stated that the draft of the new Strategic Plan was to be released today for public comment.  It will undergo final review by the National Science Board and the Office of Management and Budget in August.

A question and answer session followed.  The topics included:  transformational research and innovation; the role of industry in NSF programs and NSF partnerships with other organizations in general; broadening participation in NSF programs; building capacity and capability through emphasis on STEM education; increasing the diversity of the reviewer pool; the increasing number of proposals and its impact on NSF staff workload; issues in merit review; cost overruns in major research facilities; and the challenges to NSF in remaining a leader in funding basic research while also fostering innovation.

STRATEGIC PLANNING PROCESS

The Chair organized the Committee members into new subgroups to discuss the future operations of the Committee under the new Strategic Plan.  The questions she posed were:  What information is needed and should the types of information be different from what is provided now?  What is the threshold for success (significant achievement)?  How should the Committee function?  How often should it meet?  How should it be comprised (how many members, length of service, etc)?  How should nuggets be used?  What would be the topics for discussion if a full-scale evaluation of performance is performed only once every three years?  

It was not expected that the Committee would come to a conclusion on these issues during the meeting, but discussion was invited.  Committee members’ comments will be reflected in the Committee’s report

The AC/GPA meeting was adjourned at 2:30 PM.
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