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MEMORANDUM

TO:


Richard Buckius, Assistant Director, ENG
FROM:

Adnan Akay, Director, CMMI
DATE:

August 15, 2008
SUBJECT:

Implementation of the Report of the Committee of Visitors for the CMMI Division




UPDATED for 2008

 Part 1: Implementation of CMS COV Recommendations

	Topic In FY 2004 CMS COV Executive Summary
	2004 CMS Response
	2007 Update: Post Reorganization
	2008 Update

	The CoV finds the Division to be effective in assuring the integrity and achieving efficiency in its program processes and management. Proposals selected for funding are of high quality. In spite of continuing increases in the number of proposals handled, average dwell time has decreased to less than six months.  It is an average 5.4 months, which is an excellent record.
	Systems such as FastLane and e Jacket have helped achieve these results despite rapidly increasing proposal loads.  CMS staff is extremely conscientious, yet we need to find ways to increase staff or limit the number of proposals.  We are considering other measures (e.g., limit number of proposals per Principal Investigator) to limit proposals.  IMPLEMENTED

	Some standard/best practices from the merged divisions were implemented
	Dwell time during the first six months of the FY slipped to higher than desired levels concurrent with the implementation of the AFS, but corrections in proposal management resulted in nearly 100% of proposals submitted during the second half of the FY being processed within six months, thereby meeting the GPRA goal for the year as a whole.

	The documentation in the jackets is very good.  CMS uses the panel review process, supplemented with mail reviews.  This process has been implemented effectively and fairly, and a good distribution of reviewers has been achieved in terms of geographic location, gender, and minority representation.  Likewise, the CMS portfolio of funded projects has an appropriate distribution in terms of geography, gender, and minority representation.


	With implementation of e Jacket, we have further enhanced the consistency and content of documentation in the jackets.  We will continue our efforts, as well as to participate in ENG and NSF efforts, to improve reviewer databases and to encourage diversity.

IMPLEMENTED 
	
	CMMI has adopted and is implementing a standard format for Review Analyses to assure that documentation of awards and declinations is appropriate.

	The use of the broader impacts criterion improved over the three-year period of CoV evaluation.  The reviewers now appear to be cognizant of the importance of broader impacts and use the criterion in their assessments.  The interpretation of the meaning of broad impact varies significantly among the panels.  It is therefore desirable to seek a more consistent understanding and application of the criterion in future panel reviews.  


	We use a one-page description of the merit review criteria, and Program Directors go over that with the panels.  They often use a plane with the two criteria as the two axes to summarize the ranking of proposals in the panel.  We also routinely return proposals that do not address both criteria in the summary and the proposal itself.  

 
	
	The CMMI Program Directors continued to emphasize the need to evaluate Broader Impacts in panel briefings.

	In general, it was difficult to assess the expertise and qualifications of reviewers on the basis of the information provided in the jackets.  The CoV recommends that reviewers be asked to provide short biographical sketches, and that this information be included in the jackets.


	We are participating in efforts in ENG and NSF to improve the reviewer database.  Currently, the SBIR and CTS divisions in ENG have implemented pilots.  This issue would be addressed as part of those efforts.


	
	No action.

	The CoV judges that CMS has been successful in meeting the outcome goals in people, ideas, and tools.  Specific examples illustrating the Division’s success in each of these areas are given in the report.


	These successes often become most evident decades after the funding of the research, and we will continue our efforts to document the long-term impact of the CMS research funding.

IMPLEMENTED


	New NSF strategic plan calls for Discovery, Learning, Research Infrastructure and Stewardships; and the new division plan incorporates these goals
	Continuing.

	The Program Directors are commended for supporting first time researchers.  Approximately 30% of CMS funding has been directed to first time researchers, thus providing the entrance and experience base for those seeking careers with a strong component of research.  Especially noteworthy is CMS support of CAREER awards, which constitute about 50% of the funding for first time researches, or 15% of the research portfolio.


	We will continue our priority on developing the next generation of researchers nationally in the areas relevant to CMS.

IMPLEMENTED
	
	The Divisional policy toward the funding of CAREER awards has continued.

	The COV notes that about half of CMS funding is pre-committed to research initiatives and other mandated projects, or “fenced”.  Combined with budget reductions, the net result is that the success rate for proposals within the CMS core competencies may fall to less than 10% for FY 2004.  We advise carefully monitoring the ratio of fenced funds to total funds to ensure enough funds remain available for flexible use.  We recommend that a proper balance be maintained between fenced initiatives and the funding of core competencies.
	We agree that it is important to maintain balance in this regard.  The unsolicited proposals are a constant source of new ideas and innovation.  Adequate funding for such proposals allows us to adapt to changing priorities and to rapidly pursue new opportunities.


	Continuing
	Continuing.

	To meet the challenge of increasing numbers of proposals, the COV recommends that additional staff be assigned to CMS at both the PD and support staff levels.  Additional funds are also sorely needed to support the many worthy projects that are proposed, but unable to be funded.  The COV recognizes significant increases in funding may not be available in the near term.  Therefore, it may be necessary to deal with increasing proposal loads under the assumption of relatively flat funding.  Options include, but are not limited to, restricting the number of proposals from a single PI and readjusting the levels of support provided for various activities.


	We do need additional staff, and will also look for other ways to restrict the number of proposals in order to maintain high quality.


	
	CMMI implemented the AFS and has hired four new support staff.  However, the Division has continued to be affected by support staff turnover, and during the same time three people left.

	NEES should be a top priority at the division, directorate, and upper management levels of NSF.  This project provides the opportunity to explore the use of the cyberinfrastructure in its application to geographically distributed experimental facilities for cost-effective investments in large scale experimentation through shared-use facilities and experiments and more efficient utilization of major research equipment.  NEES also provides unique opportunities with respect to database management and retrieval, advanced computational modeling, and linkage with the research, academic, industrial, and K-12 communities.  It involves not only significant technical challenges, but entails social and cultural challenges as members of the civil engineering and computer science communities work together at an unprecedented level of collaboration.  The potential payoff is very high.  Much can be learned and applied from NEES that is relevant to future projects at NSF.  It is in the interest of all to ensure the success of NEES.
	NEES is a top priority for CMS, as well as ENG and NSF, and is an exciting new venture, which will require all our support over the coming years.  We plan to develop partnerships, with other directorates and agencies, and with international partners, to fully utilize the investment that has been made in NEES.


	NEES Research budget in FY 2007 was $12 million. 

43 projects have been funded; many included industrial collaborators.


	NEES priority remains high.


	Large-scale research programs such as NEES place a heavy burden on NSF professional and support staff. It is vital that PDs have adequate resources to perform their work effectively. In particular, they should receive the necessary travel assistance to visit equipment and research sites on a regular basis, and to maintain close contact with key individuals within the research and user communities.


	We agree.  The lack of Program Director time and travel funds continues to be a concern.

  
	During FY 2007 NSF conducted Site Visits at two NEES Sites (Lehigh and Colorado)
	Plans have been made to recompete the NEES, Inc. award during FY 2009.
Additional funds are being made available when necessary for the PDs to make site visits and attend conferences and other relevant meetings.



	It appears that resources are not sufficient within CMS and the Engineering Directorate to realize the full potential of NEES.  Furthermore, funds will be reallocated from other programs at the division and directorate levels just to support NEES with a resource base significantly below its capabilities. The COV does not believe that NEES should drain resources from other programs in CMS and the Engineering Directorate.  Because of the importance of this project for NSF, the COV strongly recommends exploring with NSF upper management ways to obtain additional funds for NEES as a supplement to the Engineering Directorate budget.


	We agree, and will work hard to leverage these available resources via partnerships (e.g., international partners such as Japan and Europe, interagency partnerships, as well as partnerships within NSF).


	NSF has sponsored U.S. researchers to attend two World Forums on collaboration in Earthquake Engineering Research (Facility & Cyberinfrastructure) in 2006 and 2007

NEES Research program has funded 5 projects to utilize NEES/E-Defense facilities
	The 2009 NEES grantees conference will be held concurrently with the CMMI grantees conference in June 2009.  Combining the two will save money and provide the opportunity for other CMMI grantees to observe the work being done under the NEES awards.
In FY 2007 NEES Research was allocated additional funds, increasing its budget from 9 M to 12 M per year. 

	There is an excellent opportunity for CMS to take a continuing lead role in developing and directing NSF research in the area of homeland security.  The Division has distinguished itself to date by undertaking a major research effort on the effects of September 11, 2001, which culminated in a special publication and press conference dealing with the research results.  The COV recommends that CMS pursue research on homeland security issues and continue to pursue leadership position in this area.


	We agree, and will continue to build upon our past activities in this area.  


	As a part of ENG’s overall collaboration with DHS on research initiatives for nuclear threat detection ARI (Academic Research Initiative), 22 projects have been supported in FY 07. This collaborative solicitation is expected to continue in FY 08

CMS through its Diagnostics & Sensors Cluster will continue to play an important role in future collaborations with DHS.

CMMI worked with CBET, ECCS, and EEC to develop a topic for the EFRI solicitation on Resilient and Sustainable Infrastructure (RESIN), which was one of the two topics, selected for the FY 2008 NSF 07-579 EFRI Solicitation. The coordinator for the RESIN topic is a CMMI Program Director
	CMMI funded collaboratively with CBET projects on sustainable infrastructure.  CMMI also developed a joint solicitation with NOAA on hurricane warning that also applies to other forms of threats, and conducted a workshop with USGS to develop an observatory on vulnerability that includes both natural hazards and terrorism.


	It would be advantageous to have a mechanism for division-level strategic advice.  The COV is not well suited to this mission.  Its charge is to assess program-level technical and managerial matters pertaining to program decisions.  Moreover, the advice provided by the Engineering Advisory Committee to the Engineering Directorate is generally at a strategic level that addresses crosscutting divisional issues and areas of broader NSF policy.  The COV therefore recommends that consideration be given to establishing a division-level advisory committee composed of external experts from universities, industry, and government.  It is likely that this recommendation applies to other divisions as well.


	We would welcome strategic advice from the CoV members.  We note that rotators, which constitute approximately half of CMS program directors, do also provide an ongoing mechanism for input and fresh ideas from the research community.  


	CMMI held 2 workshops to focus on new research directions
	CMMI was reorganized into four clusters of programs designed to encourage more collaboration between programs and to foster the funding of more innovative research.  CMMI also added a program officer for interdisciplinary research.  This person will encourage collaboration both between CMMI programs and between CMMI and other NSF divisions.  In addition, CMMI solicits inputs from several workshop and other meetings, which the Division sponsors each year.



Part 2: Implementation of DMI COV Recommendations 

	RECOMMENDATION FROM DMI FY 2006 COV
	FY 2007 RESPONSE
	FY 2008 UPDATE

	The COV encourages PDs to assure that panel summaries provide sufficient quality and quantity of information to Pls, especially to Pls whose proposals are ranked as good”.
	Continuing training of PDs.  Divisional PD "bootcamp" held October 4, 2007.
	This is a topic of emphasis for panel briefings.

	Program Directors should pay particular attention to documenting proposals where the recommendation for funding does not match the panel recommendation. Also, the Division Director should pay particular attention to check for careful documentation of these decisions when she/he signs off on the action.
	Continuing training of PDs.  DD reviews documentation for awards.
	The Division adopted a standard format for Review Analyses, which emphasizes the need for the Program Director analysis of the award/declination decision.

	DMI is encouraged to carefully examine the proposal evaluation process to determine where bottlenecks occur and take necessary steps to eliminate them to be able to systematically reduce the dwell time.
	Major bottleneck has been administrative review.  Steps have been taken to enable two people to be assigned to do administrative review.
	During the second half of the FY, new procedures were implemented that obtained nearly 100% processing of proposals within six months.

	A more active approach to bringing awareness to the need to reduce dwell time could involve using color-coded files (by month instead of year) to bring attention to long dwell time jackets.
	Jackets are color coded, electronic processing does not allow color coding.
	No additional action.

	Broader Impacts: From the COV’s experience on panels and from reading jackets, the appropriate inclusion in a proposal and review of broader impacts could be improved. For example, it was not clear that all the reviewers understood the definition of broader impacts before arriving at their panel. In order to help reviewers, the definition and examples of broader impacts should be linked to RFPs on Fastlane.
	No action.
	Action take across the entire division as noted above in the CMS section.

	Discussions between Program Directors in DMI pertaining to the meaning of the broader impact criteria and the use of the criteria in the proposal evaluation process would be helpful.
	Discussions conducted.
	Action take across the entire division as noted above in the CMS section.

	Instructions should be included in the information that is sent to reviewers to encourage them to read the NSF document that defines broader impacts and to make it clear to the reviewers that a proposal does not need to accomplish all of the types of broader impacts given in the examples.
	Done for CAREER panels.
	No additional action.

	Maintain an average of not more than ten proposals per panel member for review prior to the panel meeting.
	Standard practice to the extent that it can be done.
	Maintained as standard practice.

	Establish a target of no more than 15 proposals per day to be reviewed by a panel.
	Time pressure on panels has been reduced by not having the panel discuss poor proposals.
	Continued policy of not having panels discuss poor proposals.

	Refresh the reviewer list on a consistent basis involving successful recent awardees on new panels to add to the pool of reviewers.
	Many actions have been taken to recruit new reviewers, including talks at the grantees conference.
	Continue to recruit new reviewers, especially at the grantees conference and proposal writing workshops.

	Seek out potential reviewers in other directorates to bring a diverse expertise, as needed.
	Done on an ad hoc basis.
	No additional specific actions.

	Strive for a panel composition that includes both new panelists and senior panelists, with a heavier weighting on senior panelists.
	Done on an ad hoc basis.
	Standard practice to the extent possible.

	Consideration of panel expertise should reflect any anticipated changes brought about by the reorganization with regard to the review process.
	Panel expertise is chosen based on submitted proposals.
	Panel expertise chosen to match proposals being reviewed in each panel.

	Panels should be composed so as to provide opportunities to mentor qualified junior faculty members in the NSF review process while assuring that panelists have adequate experience in the review process to maintain high quality review outcomes.
	Already done by most PDs.
	Continues to be done by most PDs.

	It was the sense of the COV members that additional funding per PI is required to achieve the desired level of scientific impact.
	Currently under discussion.  Hinges largely on available budgets.
	No additional action.

	DMI should seek to fund high risk/high potential proposals through the use of SGER grants and the Office of Emerging Frontiers.
	DMI/CMMI participated actively in EFRI.
	CMMI reorganization emphasizes innovation.

	Additional information should be provided to future COVs that will enable them to make a more informed judgment on the appropriateness of the geographical distribution of submissions and awards.
	No action.
	Will be addressed in preparation for the upcoming CAV.

	Additional information should be provided to future COVs to enable them to make a more informed judgment. 
	No action.
	Will be addressed in preparation for the upcoming CAV.

	Both the Directorate and the DMI Division should examine their strategic plans for consistency with the GPRA goals and make changes to align these strategic plans with the desired outcomes.
	CMMI has submitted a new plan.
	CMMI plan was updated.

	Additional information should be provided to future COVs that will enable them to make a more informed judgment on the effect these projects have on creating a competitive, globally engaged workforce.
	No action.
	Will be addressed in preparation for the upcoming CAV.

	The data made available to the COV should be consistent and clearly identified. Did not include agency-wide programs which had DM1 participation.
	No action.
	No action.

	It is important that the COV be given data not only on proposal submission from under represented groups, but also on awards to under represented groups.
	This recommendation poses problems as NSF policy keeps such information confidential.
	No action.

	Assembling the COV report could be more efficient if every member of the COV had access to his/her own sections of the report on the NSF website. This could be handled similar to the electronic panel summary where everyone has an opportunity to send in comments and/or edits.
	No action.
	Will be addressed in preparation for the upcoming CAV.

	The COV should be provided with a list of staff and support staff changes over time.
	No action.
	Will be addressed in preparation for the upcoming CAV..

	A higher sample rate for award jackets and SGERs would be helpful.
	No action.
	Will be addressed in preparation for the upcoming CAV.

	Provide the COV with the GPRA Outcome Goals.
	No action.
	Will be addressed in preparation for the upcoming CAV.
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