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Updated response to the Arctic Section FY 2013 COV

This document covers recommendations to the Arctic Section (ARC) and to the Arctic System Science (ARCSS) and Arctic Observing Network (AON) programs, specifically.  Committee comments are italicized and responses are in normal type.


General Recommendations to the Arctic Section (ARC)

…the Committee urges the Program Officers to make use of appropriate parts of the review analysis as possible in their communications with the PIs.
…Program Officers should strongly consider providing a sufficient summary of the review analysis in their communications with the PI so that the reasons for decisions are more clearly linked to the review materials (ad hoc and panel) that were considered by the Program.

ARC implemented this suggestion by making it standard practice across the Section to use “PO Comments” in eJacket to summarize the review analysis.  Such “PO Comments” serve as a permanent archive accessible to the PI, which we view preferable to transmitting such information via email alone.

On one hand, it may be possible that greater numbers of reviews could increase the chances for a proposal to be declined by virtue of the fact that more ad hoc reviews subject the proposal to a greater “jeopardy” of receiving an unfavorable review.  On the other hand, the greater number of ad hoc reviews might signify a Program Officer’s effort to seek more opinions to counterbalance what might be considered “rogue” unfavorable reviews.  The Committee does not have the resources to decide on the significance of the apparent difference in the numbers of ad hoc reviews for awarded vs. declined proposals. However, the Committee suggests that this difference, and its potential influence on decision- making within the Program, be investigated by the Program in advance of the next COV. The Committee also expresses the opinion that, in a perfect world, all proposals, whether awarded or declined, should have roughly the same number of ad hoc reviews.

To explore this question, ARC reviewed data from the FY 15 ANS competition.  In that competition, success rates for proposals taken to panel were not inversely related to the number of ad hoc reviews.  For that competition, the trend appeared to be the reverse (fewer reviews had lower success rates).  However, these statistics reflect relatively small numbers, and so ARC will continue to examine these relationships in the future.

The Program should periodically review the calendar schedule of proposal submission deadlines and subsequent ad hoc review gathering periods so as to avoid periods when potential ad hoc reviewers are less inclined to provide reviews.

ARC appreciates the concern that timing of proposal submission could affect optimal reviewer community participation.  Submission dates are a current topic of discussion in the Section. ARCSS recently experimented with sending review requests earlier in order to provide more time for reviews.  This resulted in improvement in reviewer response rates.

The Committee suggests that “unsolicited” reviews be minimized by giving more explicit instructions to the panels as they convene, and by explaining how “unsolicited” reviews could undermine the NSF review process.

Program Directors have taken care to give such explicit instructions in recent years.  This has helped reduce the number of “unsolicited” panel reviews.

During the Committee’s discussion, the need for early career scientists to be engaged in ad hoc and panel review processes was strongly affirmed. Among the benefits of such involvement is the increased familiarity with the “elements of a successful proposal” that the early career scientist would invariably gain as a result of involvement. Such an approach might also improve the chances for success and inclusion of investigators from underrepresented groups

ARC agrees with the suggestion and has increased the number of early career scientists on panels.  Gender balance on panels is currently good.  Ethnic diversity is less than desirable, but reflective of the makeup of the research community.  

Finally, noting that the report of the COV of 2009 regarded the panel summaries as a weaker aspect of the review process, the Program is encouraged to continue to review its choices and methods for employing panels in the review process.

ARC recognizes that, especially in large competitions, insufficient time for writing panel summaries may be impacting quality. Efforts are being made to ensure adequate time for writing in future panels.  It is noted that “PO Comments” often provide additional insight into panel deliberations.

In dealing with large facility proposals, e.g., Toolik and ARCUS, Program Officers should consider whether their instructions to ad hoc reviewers and panelists (in the form of specific review questions based on the program and/or type of proposal) are adequate and successful in stimulating substantive analysis. These specific questions and criteria should be provided in the eJacket materials to accompany the ad hoc reviews and panel assessments.
… Program Officers should strongly consider providing a sufficient summary of the review analysis in their communications with the PI so that the reasons for decisions are more clearly linked to the review materials (ad hoc and panel) that were considered by the Program

We agree that in cases where specific review questions are posed to the review panel, a copy of the questions should be provided in eJacket.  Instructions to ad hoc reviewers are a part of the record.  

- The Program should continue to seek to achieve a balance between expert, disciplinary and “broad stroke”, interdisciplinary referees where appropriate to ensure the diversity of reviewer composition allowing the most accurate assessment of proposals under review.

ARC agrees that it is important to strike this balance, particularly as our programs tend to be interdisciplinary.  We strive to acquire discipline expertise via ad-hoc reviews, and to gain bigger picture perspectives via panels.  This can be challenging as panel members’ views are often conditioned by their individual disciplinary expertise.

- It is noted that the Program Officers comment on their rationale for picking reviewers in their “review analysis”. The Committee commends this commentary and suggests that it be continued.

We agree that information about the rationale for selecting ad hoc reviewers is useful information in review analyses.  The Arctic Section is working toward standardizing the format and content of review analysis across the programs.

The Committee urges the Program to ensure that Program Officers are given the resources (e.g., travel opportunities) to keep abreast of the scientific community’s composition and activities. Efforts should be made to encourage Program Officers to have contact with PIs. Such contact is greatly facilitated by PO attendance at relevant professional meetings.
…, the COV recommended that Arctic Program Officers attend at least two significant Arctic Science meetings each year to remain current with research developments and community members. 

The Arctic Section agrees that attendance at key professional meetings, and visits to universities and field stations are important ways for Program Officers to keep abreast of science directions and to interface with the science community. Section leadership encourages and supports such travel requests as time, budget and restrictions on government-sponsored travel permit.  Program Officers are also encouraged to make use of virtual means of attending meetings and interacting with the community. 

The Committee expresses concern for what appears to be an increasing trend to hold “virtual” meetings using conference call technology rather than having person-to-person meetings involving participant travel. Virtual meetings eliminate the opportunity for side conversations and long-term interpersonal exchange that normally accompany meetings where participants are gathered together.

NSF policy urges the use of virtual panels when appropriate to reduce cost and carbon footprint.  The Arctic Section holds relatively few virtual panels in part because an NSF review of virtual panels has noted that they are not effective for larger interdisciplinary panels.  ARC continues to utilize virtual panels for smaller, more focused competitions as appropriate.

The COV2013 has reviewed the eJacket and supplementary materials provided by the Program to assess whether this COV2009 recommendation has been addressed by the Program in the years since COV2009. The COV2013 believes that point (b) was adequately addressed by the fact that the Program now tracks dwell-time statistics. The Committee reaffirms the COV2009 recommendation that these statistics continue to be tracked, and that they be reviewed by Program Management to ensure that dwell time, especially for proposals destined to be declined, be kept as close to 6 months as possible.
For point (c), the Committee did not reach a finding as to whether Program Management should consider moving back to 2 target deadlines per year. This choice should be periodically reviewed, however, by Program Management to determine whether having 1 or 2 proposal submission deadlines per year would be advantageous to the efficient running of the program and to the scientific community it serves.

ARC continues to discuss strategy concerning deadlines, including the option of eliminating deadlines. The Section is looking to benefit from pilot programs that are underway around the Foundation involving deadline adjustments. No decisions to change current practices have been made yet. 


Recommendations from the committee to the Arctic System Science Program (ARCSS)

Work could be done to help correct this difficulty (of explaining the goals of the program to the scientific community), for example, by keeping the ARCSS and ARCUS websites updated, and by having more community meetings (e.g., town hall meetings, all hands meetings, etc.). 

A number of steps have been made in this direction. ARCSS program directors have contributed two articles in the ARCUS journal Witness the Arctic that communicated program goals to the scientific community.  The program also encouraged self-organizing groups and themed workshops during Spring and Fall 2013. The areas of interest to ARCSS have been clarified in the ARC solicitation.  Progress in community understanding is evidenced by a significant number of ad hoc reviews that specifically addressed the fit of ARCSS proposals to program goals.

The Committee encourages the Program to continue exploring effective ways to demonstrate how ARCSS synthesis work is essential for making informed decisions.

ARCSS program directors continue to explore synthesis-related ideas with the Section Heads and with interested PIs and encourage proposals that address high-level thinking about the Arctic system. ARCSS has also handled review of successful and large community wide synthesis efforts, such as the Study of Environmental Arctic Change (SEARCH). 

To ensure the success of the ARCSS Program in overcoming community awareness issues, the Committee urges the Program to give adequate resources to the Program Officers to support their community contact.

See response to comment on Program Director travel in General Recommendations to the Arctic Section (ARC).


Recommendations to the Arctic Observing Network program (AON)

Possibly the most striking weakness of the AON Program which was apparent in the discussions between the Committee and the Program Officer was the extent to which the Program Officer’s time must be split between “normal” program management associated with proposal review and extraordinary interagency and international program coordination and administration. The Committee commends the Program Officer of AON for juggling two diverse job activities in a manner that is effective and adequate. However, the Committee wonders if “splitting” of work responsibilities between program management and international coordination means that the AON Program is too much for one person to manage. 
The Committee also wonders whether it is in the NSF’s mission to be burdened with such extensive interagency and international coordination and administration. The Committee had the impression that the Program Officer in charge of AON might be overwhelmed by the complex nature of the program, but is possibly also taking on more work than is strictly required or that can be dealt with effectively. In the future, presentations about what AON program should focus as much on what it could be as on the various problems of its current reality. 

As the largest US funder of Arctic research and the lead agency of the IARPC (Interagency Arctic Research and Policy Committee), NSF plays a significant leadership role in both interagency and international coordination.  We agree that this burden cannot be disproportionate to the personnel resources available, and should not detract from the NSF mission.  We also agree with the COV that the effort expended on external coordination in AON were excessive in light of program staffing.  AON program priorities have been refocused on more effectively managing the NSF grants process and emphasizing observations that enable scientific discovery.  ARC recently provided a statement to the Arctic observing community via the Study of Environmental Arctic Change (SEARCH), defining the scope of the NSF-AON as distinct from the broader mission of a US or global AON.

The Committee recommends that the AON Program be reviewed in detail by the Program and by the program advisory boards (including, for example, the Polar Research Board of the NRC).

The Section agrees that outside evaluation would be valuable, but felt that immediate action was needed to address the scope and management of AON.  We prefer to defer outside evaluation until the changes described above have taken effect and there is a record of performance.


Recommendations on the COV process

In future COV assessments, this Committee recommends that:
- Face-to-face meetings be preferred over teleconference
- More time be set aside for conversation with Program Officers, especially senior Program Officers
- Review materials required by the COV be made available 2 to 3 weeks prior to the COV meeting.

The Arctic Section understands that physical meeting of the COV is preferable, and that the COV process should involve adequate time for discussion with Program Officers.  We will endeavor to extend the lead time for COV access to review materials in advance of the next COV meeting.
