Response to Committee of Visitor’s Report

Program for Persons with Disabilities (PPD)

Division of Human Resource Development

Directorate for Education and Human Resources 

The staff of the Program for Persons with Disabilities sincerely thank the members of the Committee of Visitors (COV) for their thorough evaluation and dedicated work in preparing recommendations to help guide the program over the coming years.  The accolades expressed are sincerely appreciated, and the recommendations posed are accepted as a worthwhile challenge to improve both the administration and community impact of the program.  Program staff will address the Committee’s concerns in the most prudent manner and will seek to implement or address all of the COV’s well-considered recommendations.

Follows the specific 2003 COV recommendations for PPD and the staff responses:

· There should be an increased inclusion of reviewers with expertise in rehabilitation and education of persons with disabilities. 

Response: Education has historically been a PPD priority, with little done in the way of, for example, rehabilitation research, which has been addressed by NSF programs in biomedical engineering.  PPD has in the past targeted special education (SPED) teacher preparation in its initiatives, and perennially seeks to include SPED practitioners, persons with disabilities as “end users” and rehabilitation practitioners among its panelists.  Who is solicited for duty and who is ultimately able to serve as reviewers are not always the same and, finally, the expertise sought has been driven largely by the focus of the proposals submitted.  With respect to the COV, PPD staff will pay increased attention to this recommendation. 

· The PPD must have increased funding based on the need to increase the number of persons with disability in STEM education and careers and because of quality proposals not funded.


Response:  PPD will continue to annually ask for justifiable budget increases until it can achieve a level of basic functionality in its administration and accountability to its constituents.

· The PPD must have both a Program Director and Program Assistant if the needs of the program are to be met.

Response: A number of staffing plans have been prepared for DD HRD, balancing the needs of PPD with those of other HRD programs. While perhaps not justified by the proposal load, it is undeniable that the need to administer jackets and remedy the program’s course has compromised the broader ambassador and advocacy duties needed by the program on behalf of its constituents.  

· The Program Director position needs to be filled as soon as possible to maintain the momentum of the program.

Response: The IPA posting for the position was re-opened on December 31, 2002. A suitable candidate continues to be sought. It is expected the position will be filled by September 1, 2003.

· The PPD should have a balanced portfolio of the types of projects, types of disabilities, and ages of targeted groups.

Response:  This is a difficult challenge at any time, but especially so under the current budget constraints.  As ever, this balance will be sought in consideration of a portfolio balancing active awards with meritorious new ideas and areas of national concern.

· With the establishment of alliances, monitoring should be such that there is an assurance that the goals have been achieved and that the alliances have a plan for institutionalizing the program once NSF funds end.


Response: Accountability and metrics of Alliances will continue to be built into RAD Cooperative Agreements.  The question of institutional eligibility for RAD competition after completing an initial five-year cycle will also be resolved.

· An alliance that focuses on elementary school students with disabilities should be funded.

Response: Although the focus of RAD awards is workforce participation, the value of early intervention in STEM career selection is well documented and will be a consideration of program staff in reviewing proposals.

· There must be an established relationship among the Regional Alliances and the other projects funded (FRIs and DEIs) to ensure that the benefits and outcomes of the smaller programs are incorporated and replicated in the larger, more comprehensive alliances.

Response:  Sharing of ideas and outcomes are major emphases of the PI meeting (reinstated by the acting program staff in 2001) as well as the program’s e-newsletter.  The “funneling” effect uniting the respective award types, as proposed in the program’s research plan, allows smaller projects’ experience to save the R&D effort of larger awards such as RADs, which may then invest more effort in becoming platforms for good ideas, akin to the current structure of the CREST program.

· The PPD should establish an Advisory Committee that meets once a year to assist in developing program priorities and in reviewing products and outcomes from investments in the past.

Response: Although there is an increased emphasis on ambassador-like functions among RAD recipients and research discussions at the PI conference, these are both nonetheless driven by PIs, not outside evaluators. Meetings with groups such as the Interagency Committee on Disabilities Research (ICDR) have also been fruitful but are not community driven.  An Advisory Committee of the type proposed would assist the program, both in evaluating outcomes and justifying the requests stipulated in its Program Solicitations.  We further suggest that this Committee’s work be closely tied to both the PI meeting and the drafting of the annual Program Solicitation.

· There should be clear and guiding statements in the Program Announcements and Solicitations that require proposals to include evaluation systems and measures of expected outcomes.  Annual and final reports should focus on the achievement of identified goals, objectives, and benchmarks. PIs should be informed at the outset of the evaluation criteria or any other standard to which they will be held.

Response: An extensive list of evaluation criteria for expected outcomes from PPD support was drafted for the FY 2001 program solicitation but was excised from the final draft before the document was approved by EHR and DFM.  An attempt to reinstate such measures in 2004 will be initiated. Greater accountability is an emphasis in the project reporting of all new awards.

· There should be an increased research focus in Program Announcements and Solicitations.

Response:  An increased focus on research-based outcomes and accountability of results is a major intent of the program’s research plan for 2004 and beyond (see below).

· All Program Announcements and Solicitations within HRD should include a component that incorporates the needs of persons with disabilities.

Response: As long as a separate program exists for this (or any) designated population, inclusion of that population with the mainstream and sharing of ideas only becomes more difficult.  Broad inclusion of required initiatives targeting PWDs would also propel the program’s expertise to the forefront via panel participation, alternative perspectives, accessibility issues, etc.  However, administratively, what NSF is doing to assist PWDs (or other specified audiences) becomes much more difficult to account with such broad-based, inclusive practices.  Such considerations will be the subject of ongoing discussion between PPD and other NSF staff.

· There should be a formal summative analysis of the utilization of funds across outcomes of the various projects to learn what works and does not in order to establish best practices and guide replication prior to the next convening of the Committee of Visitors. 

Response: Several lessons learned have been identified by PPD staff in the past two years and disseminated as such through journal articles and meetings such as the PI meeting.  The need for comparative analysis to promote lessons learned to “best practices” is part of the research plan currently proposed by PPD staff.

· Fastlane should be made totally accessible so that all persons with disabilities have equal access to proposal submission, proposal review, and the submission of required reports.  This is particularly an issue for persons with visual impairment who are ASL, rather than English users.


Response: PPD staff have ensured that DAS remains aware of the shortcomings of FastLane as it excludes visually impaired and ASL users.  This dialog has been sporadic but ongoing since at least 2000.  While some Section 508 testing has been done on the site, it is not enough to post the Section 508 icon on the NSF web site as complying with Federal regulations. (Though admittedly, FastLane requires much higher levels of user input than most Federal sites). While NSF provides assistance to employees though its EOE office, and provides technical support to non-disabled users via FastLane, there remains no measures or personnel in place to make FastLane useable by those still considered a small or fringe user population. PPD staff will continue to invoke such discussion.

· The PI meeting and the COV should meet on consecutive or overlapping days so that a more complete communication of project goals, objectives, outcomes, and products can be achieved.  Direct communication is more likely to communicate the heart and soul of a project.

Response: Recognizing the importance of the human component for this particular program, the Acting Program Director proposed this kind of overlap for the current COV, which met the day after the annual PI meeting.  The original idea—to have COV members attend the PI meeting—was not implemented due to concerns (from DFM) that COV members could not be compensated for attending two separate meetings on the same travel order, and concerns (from the EHR GPRA liaison) that interaction between the COV and program PIs might somehow bias the objectivity of the audit process.


· It is also recommended that the inclusion of Research in Disabilities Education (RDE), a program structure and research plan for the next iteration of the PPD proposed by James Powlik be seriously considered by the PPD and any established Advisory Committee for future Program Announcements and Solicitations.  

Response: This research plan was favorably reviewed by AD EHR, DD HRD, and several PPD PIs in the past five months.  RDE as a successor to PPD will be part of the FY 2004 Program Solicitation, however the immediate impact of RDE’s implementation under the (expected) level funding for FY 2004 is doubtful.
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