Response to COV Recommendations

Genes & Genome Systems Cluster COV

Division of Molecular and Cellular Biosciences

July 9-11, 2003


Overview

We are grateful to the Committee of Visitors for its thoughtful efforts in evaluating the Genes and Genome Systems Cluster.  We appreciate the generally favorable comments of the COV concerning the value of the research supported and the overall management of the review process and decision-making by the Program Directors.   

The following pages present the specific recommendations of the Committee of Visitors and how the Biological Sciences Directorate plans to address these thoughtful recommendations.
PART A. Integrity and Efficiency of the Program's Processes and Management

Is the review process efficient and effective?

Recommendation 1: "One recommendation is that the Division consider the feasibility of sending reviews out to PIs immediately following the panel meeting, at the very least for those proposals that will likely not be funded…There would be tremendous and immediate value to PIs to have reviewer’s comments as quickly as possible after panel discussion, even though the likelihood of funding is still uncertain at that point."

Response: Cluster Program Directors make every effort to communicate award/decline actions to the PIs as soon as possible after the review is completed. However, NSF policy requires that an award/decline/withdrawal concurrence by the cognizant Division Director be taken prior to the official release of reviews and panel summaries. To expedite proposal processing so that PIs can obtain reviews as quickly as possible, MCB has recently put in place oversight processes designed to markedly shorten the time between program recommendation and final concurrence by the Division Director. BIO has instructed MCB to monitor the efficacy of these processes and will report on them to the next COV.

As NSF moves to the electronic jacket as the official record, BIO expects that significant additional efficiencies in the time to complete award/decline processes will be realized.

Do the individual reviews (either mail or panel) provide sufficient information for the principal investigator(s) to understand the basis for the reviewer's recommendation? 

Recommendation 2: "Improvement in this area is needed to provide PIs with faster, more effective feedback. The need to identify strengths and weaknesses could be stressed to reviewers, perhaps providing review templates or models that might raise the overall quality of reviews and make the quality of reviews more uniform."

Response: All NSF reviews are prepared using a standardized template that includes instructions on preparing reviews and is designed to encourage reviewers to address both review criteria.  Beyond this, the content and organization of individual reviews has been left to the discretion of reviewers. To address this recommendation, the Cluster will include in its communication with reviewers a reminder to address the strengths and weaknesses of a proposal in their reviews. 

Do the panel summaries provide sufficient information for the principal investigator(s) to understand the basis for the panel recommendation?

Recommendations 3-7: "Possible recommendations include:

3. Developing a template to be used in the creation of the panel summary that lists primary strengths and weaknesses and any other relevant information that may improve the overall quality of the summary.

4. Extend the time scheduled for the panel so that sufficient time can be devoted both to discussing the applications as well as writing detailed panel summaries during the meeting. 

5. Assign the task of creating the panel summaries to a science assistant, rather than to a panel member.

6. Assign the task of creating the panel summaries to the Program Directors (perhaps using the information that comes to be contained in the F7 form) rather than a panel member.

7.Include the analytical components of the F7 form in the material that is returned to the PI.

It should be noted that the COV does not believe that these recommendations are mutually exclusive."

Responses: 

3. All panel summaries are prepared in the Interactive Panel System using a template that asks for characterization of proposal strengths and weaknesses. 

The Cluster will remind panelists several times during the panel meeting of the importance of crafting informative panel summaries that include addressing proposal strengths and weaknesses.

4. BIO does not agree with this recommendation. Panel meetings are already lengthy, generally lasting 3 days primarily as a result of the numbers of proposals.  In discussion, many panelists have said that longer meetings would preclude their participation.  

5 and 6. We have considered the COV’s suggestion that someone other than a panelist write the panel summaries.  However, NSF policy requires panelists write panel summaries. Currently, Science Assistants proofread Panel Summaries with special attention to clarity of expression and discussion of both primary review criteria and return them to panelists for editing, when necessary.  

7. BIO agrees that this is an excellent recommendation, particularly since the Program Director’s analysis may take into account issues, such as portfolio balance, institutional balance, increasing the participation of underrepresented groups, etc. in addition to those considered by the panel. Currently, NSF policy requires that the analytical components of a Form 7 be sent to all PIS whose proposals were recommended for funding by the panel but who were not funded. Extending this practice is an excellent suggestion. MCB will encourage greater Program Director use of "Program Notes" appended to the formal Panel Summary as a means of more fully communicating the basis of award/decline recommendations to the PI.

Is the time to decision appropriate?

Recommendation 8: "we suggest that the Division consider sending out improved panel summaries and reviews soon after the panel meetings, to allow PIs more time to incorporate suggested changes in their resubmissions and/or to carry out personnel planning within their lab, etc."

Response: See response to Recommendation 1 above. 

Discuss issues identified by the COV concerning the quality and effectiveness of the program's use of merit review procedures:

Recommendation 9: "If an excellent application is declined because of the perceived suitability for another agency, current PI grant support, or other reasons related to the objective quality of the proposals, we suggest that it should be unambiguously explained to the PI.  For example, it should be explained that criterion 2 may be used to justify distributing limited funds to the greatest number of PIs doing excellent research as a way in which the NSF can increase its impact at various research institutions."

BIO Response: See response to Recommendation 7 above. 

Recommendation 10:  “There is a general perception that the public at large does not yet realize that there has been a recent realignment within the MCB cluster in the way that applications are assigned for review.  The Program Officers are encouraged to identify opportunities (attendance at meetings, etc.) to make this change known to their constituents.”

BIO Response:  This is an excellent recommendation and BIO will insure that MCB implements it.  

A.3 Questions concerning the selection of reviewers.  

Recommendation 11: "…the COV believes that the Divisions within BIO should re-examine the need for ad hoc reviews on ALL applications received.  Solicitation of ad hoc reviews represents a tremendous amount of work, and while these reviews have been shown to be of great value in some instances when the expertise does not exist on a particular panel, some members of the COV suggest that such reviews be obtained in a truly ad hoc basis, when necessary.  This would allow the Program Officers additional time to devote to other aspects of their job."

Response: BIO does not agree with this recommendation.  In our experience, the ad hoc review plays a critical role in deepening the expertise applied to the evaluation of proposals as well as broadening the context of the evaluation beyond that of the particular panel members.  Furthermore, the ad hoc review creates challenges to the positions taken by review panel members, and alerts the Program Director to issues that require further thought or review.  While acknowledging the issue of review community overloading, we feel strongly that the combined, and balanced, use of both panel and ad hoc review provides the fairest and most thorough review.  

Did the program make use of reviewers having appropriate expertise and/or qualifications?

Recommendation 12:  “Yes. … The Program Officers noted that they spent a great deal of time locating email addresses; it would seem that this task could be assigned to an administrative assistant.” 
Response:  This is an excellent recommendation and MCB will see that this task is assigned to staff other than Program Officers.

Did the program make appropriate use of reviewers to reflect balance among characteristics such as geography, type of institution and underrepresented groups?  

Recommendation 13:  “Reviewer balance was not examined because adequate information was not available.  The COV recommends that such data be provided in the future if the NSF believes that this is an important issue.”

Response:  NSF believes that reviewer balance is critically important.  The Foundation collects data on the gender of reviewers, and information about the geographic distribution and types of institutions represented among the reviewers can be obtained from their addresses.  For future COVs MCB will provide this information. Although the Foundation is committed to the principle of increasing the participation of underrepresented groups in all aspects of the merit review process, it does not systematically collect data on the race, ethnicity, or disability status of the ad hoc reviewers, so this information is not available.  

Statistics on the demographics of Panelists are available and were included on the CD sent to COV members. However, the Cluster now realizes that the CD was not well indexed for ease of use.  MCB will insure that these data are provided to future COVs in a more accessible form. 

The Cluster belatedly offers the following summary of data on panelist demographics for the information of the COV:  Over the three years under review, approximately 38% of the panelists were women, 4.5% were members of under-represented groups, 0.5% had disabilities, and 9% were from predominantly undergraduate institutions.  

A.4 Questions concerning the resulting portfolio of awards under review.  

Does the program portfolio have an appropriate balance of High Risk Proposals?

Recommendation 14: “The COV recommends that for clarification the Division better define what is meant by high-risk research.”

BIO Response: Clearly, “high risk” means different things to different people. The National Science Board is interested in the issue of NSF support for “high risk” research and is currently grappling with how to define “high risk”. For this COV the data on “high risk” research were obtained by asking the panelists to characterize proposals as “high risk” or “having a substantial component that was high risk” based on their own best judgment.  The Division Director met with each panel before it began its deliberations and asked the panelists to identify those proposals that they would characterize as “high risk with potential for high payoff”.  The guidance was that the proposer should be competent, and the idea good, maybe brilliant, but that the results of the proposed experimental work were not predictable without actually doing the work.   

Does the program portfolio have an appropriate balance of Innovative Proposals? 
Recommendation 15: "…additional clarification on this topic is warranted if future COVs are to evaluate this parameter."

Response: Because of the difficulty of defining innovation, BIO will continue to rely on the aggregate experience of the COV members to advise us on whether our awards portfolio contains innovative projects.

A.5 Management of the program under review.  

Management of the program:

Recommendation 16: "The COV recommends that at the conclusion of each panel, panel members should be given the opportunity to provide input on the positive and negative aspects of the review process (including ideas for improvement) as well as the overall performance of the program in meeting NSF goals (short version of some of the questions given to COV).  Discussion of emerging trends and ways to “encourage” proposals from these areas should also occur."

Response: This is an excellent recommendation, which is already being implemented to varying degrees within BIO. BIO will encourage all BIO Program Directors to allocate time for general discussion during panel meetings.

Responsiveness of the program to emerging research and education trends: 

Recommendation 17: "The COV recommends that the Program Officers make use of the expertise that exists within their panels as another source of information about emerging trends in research."

BIO Response: See response to Recommendation 16 above.  

C.5 NSF would appreciate your comments on how to improve the COV review process, format, and report template.
Recommendations 18-21: "The COV believes that the process could be improved by:

18. Numbering the questions in the COV template

19. Clarifying the meaning of a number of ambiguous questions, as noted in sections above

20. Providing more information about what is contained in each of the documents on the CD provided

21. Continued attention to the relevance of the template to the charge of the COVs is encouraged

Responses:

18. Future template questions will be numbered.

19. Ambiguous questions will be clarified.

20. MCB will provide a clearer annotated index on future COV informational CDs. 

21. The congruence of the template questions with the role of the COV in assessing the management and focus of the program(s) under review will be foremost in our minds as we develop plans for future COVs and make suggestions to NSF about the structure of future templates.
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