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April 7-8, 2003

PART A.   INTEGRITY AND EFFICIENCY OF THE PROGRAM’S PROCESSES AND MANAGEMENT

A.1  Questions about the quality and effectiveness of the program’s use of merit review procedures. 
Recommendation #1:   “We found the response rate from Ad Hoc reviewers was poor (approx. 25%)…… A need to provide an incentive to participate in the Review Process is clearly indicated.”

Response:  The average response rate for all reviewed proposals for all programs in the Neuroscience Cluster for the three-year period under review was 44%.  The unusually low rate of 25% (18 actions were examined by the CoV) may have been a function of sample size.   The Division-wide rate is 50%.   Program directors in the Neuroscience Cluster have stated that they have an especially difficult time getting reviewers because of the demand for reviewers by the NIH.  A number of efforts are underway to increase the response rate, and example of which is the implementation of a system that will automatically generate personalized reminder letters to ad hoc reviewers.  

“The CoV was interested in knowing how often current or former NSF grantees agreed to provide Ad Hoc reviews.”

Response: Because the reviewer and awardee databases are not linked, there is no automated way to track awardee responses to requests to review.

Recommendation #2:   “A better use of informatics and databases could be made.” “ … the documentation of the review process was in need of improvement in that it was disorganized and inconsistent across applications.  A need to standardize the organization of the left side of each jacket exists.”

Response:  Although much administrative and review information is now stored electronically, it is not easily accessible from the various NSF databases.  The Foundation continues to explore ways to improve information retrieval.  BIO appreciates that consistent organization and complete documentation of jackets is important and will work with the division and cluster to rectify these shortcomings.  The organization problem will be remedied within the year as  the Directorate moves to all electronic jackets.  

Recommendation #3:  “Criterion 2 was largely ignored or, occasionally, given lip service by Ad Hoc reviewers.  Panelists paid only slightly  more attention to Criterion 2 than did Ad Hoc reviewers.”

Response:  Clearly more effort needs to be made to alert reviewers to this criterion and to provide them clear guidelines.  The Foundation has increased efforts to inform reviewers  about the use of the two review criteria.  Program Directors will continue to remind reviewers of the need to address broader impacts in their reviews and instruct  are instructed to include Criterion 2 in the panel discussions of all proposals.  Panel summaries are now screened by science assistants during each panel to ensure that broader impacts are addressed prior to electronic approval.  Proposals are not DD concurred unless review analyses, panel summaries, and program notes address broader impacts. 

Recommendation #4:  “We had concerns about how NSF was in advertising and implementing these special funding mechanisms.  ….it was not clear from reading Reviewer's critiques if Reviewers were aware of the specific criteria that needed to be considered for applications submitted in response to Announcements and Solicitations.”

Response:  A major redesign of NSF’s web pages is underway that should improve communication with the scientific community.  Scientists are encouraged to subscribe to the Custom News Service to keep informed of announcements in their area of research.  The current procedure for review of special solicitations is to provide instructions to reviewers as attachments along with the request to review.   CAREER reviewer instructions are prominently displayed on the FastLane Website, and a special review request letter is now used.  IBN’s program director for cross  Directorate activities addresses  each panel prior to the discussion of such proposals, as does the program director for Research Coordination Networks.  

Recommendation #5:  “For declined applications, more explicit suggestions regarding how to fix a grant  should be included in the Panel Summaries if resubmission were encouraged.  Further, if the Panel judged that a grant was not fixable, resubmission should be clearly discouraged.” 

Response: Panel summaries are written and approved by the panelists and focus on the discussion at panel.  Program directors do not make changes to these summaries, with the exception of minor editorial corrections.  Program directors will be encouraged to provide program notes providing further information to the PI when necessary.  After receipt of the reviews,  PI’s are  invited to contact the cognizant program officer for further information about the recommended action and prospects for future funding.  

Recommendation #6:  “…there were some documented examples of applications that had egregiously long dwell times. …. we strongly suspect that the unacceptable dwell times for some proposals is a direct consequence of this short-staffing.”

Response:  While the problem of long dwell times has not been completely resolved, dwell times for all programs improved markedly in 2002, and program officers will be strongly encouraged to process proposals in a timely fashion.  Failure to do so will be reflected in performance appraisals.

It is inaccurate to state that programs in the Neuroscience cluster have been without program directors.  In response to declining numbers of submissions to some programs, it has been necessary to assign program directors to more than one program.  Proposal loads of program directors in the Neuroscience Cluster have been similar to those of other clusters.  

Recommendation #7:  “It was not clear to the committee what considerations went  into the final funding decision.  It may prove useful for the rationale for funding/not funding to be included in the program officer’s comments.”

Response:  The rationale for funding decisions should be made clear in the Review Analysis.  Program Directors will be reminded to thoroughly document the decision.  Division Directors and their Deputies are responsible for oversight when the proposal is DD Concurred.  

Recommendation #8:  “How do applicants address the critiques of the previous application’s review?” 

Response: For resubmissions, the Grant Proposal Guide encourages PI’s to include a response to criticisms of prior submissions as part of the 15 page project description.  Program Directors typically send resubmissions to some of the same ad hoc reviewers and panelists.  Copies of prior submissions are typically made available on request at panel.  

A.2  Questions concerning the implementation of the NSF Merit Review Criteria (intellectual merit and broader impacts) by reviewers and program officers.

Recommendation #9:  “If the proposals were required to include 1 to 2 pages on the impact of the research and were allocated space separate from the research proposal in which to do this, the reviewers might be better able to evaluate and comment on this review criterion.”

Response:  Proposal content and format are standard across the NSF.  The Grant Proposal Guide states that that both the project summary and description should contain separate statements on broader impacts.  Rather than provide additional space beyond the 15 pages, PI’s are instructed to integrate such impacts into the project description.  Please also see the response to Recommendation #3 above.  

A.3  Questions concerning the selection of reviewers. 
Recommendation #10:  “It is essential that there be a sufficient number of members in each panel so that each proposal is reviewed by at least 2-3 panel members, especially if the return rate for ad hoc reviews  is low.”

Response:  BIO agrees with this recommendation.   Program directors will be urged to obtain at least two written reviews from panelists for each proposal.

Recommendation #11:  “…we recommend in the future that statistics on these issues for reviewers be compiled by NSF staff, ideally through the use of an automated, searchable database.”

Response:  Information on gender and ethnicity of panelists was provided in annual reports.  That for reviewers was provided in Table 3 of the supplementary data.  Other information for reviewers is not readily available at present. 

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

Recommendation #12.  “Is there a specific plan for the number or distribution of those in the educational pipeline?”

Response:  The cluster does not have a formal education plan.  The numbers of undergraduate, graduate, and post-doctoral students engaged in research projects is at the discretion of the principal investigator.  Program directors are encouraged to include a broad range of institutional types in their portfolio.      

A.5  Management of the program under review.

Recommendation #13.  “The current grant award-size represents a significant constraint in terms of funding multiple investigators collaborating on a large-scale project to provide funding in an amount that would provide significant impact.  Mechanisms should be developed to assist these investigators to access the necessary technological advances, expertise, and collaborative relationships that will continue to foster new breakthroughs in brain sciences.”

Response:  The Foundation recognizes the need for enabling awards, and has a goal of increasing award size substantially.  Within BIO, median award sizes have increased faster than the rate of inflation.  Program directors are encouraged to avoid arbitrarily cutting budgets.  The Directorate has recently initiated a new competition, Frontiers in Integrative Biological Research (FIBR), that provides up to five million dollars over five years.  Its goal is to foster multidisciplinary approaches to tackle some of the big questions in biology.  Program directors are encouraged to foster multidisciplinary collaborative arrangements within core programs.  

Recommendation #14: “Our number one concern is the understaffing of the cluster, which appears to be at least a division-wide problem.  We recommend that there should be an immediate increase in the number of program officers and the number of panels.” 
Response:  During the period under review, the Neurosciences Cluster has been staffed with as many as five program directors.  However, the number of submissions has declined in recent years, and workloads have been among the lowest in the Division.  Recruitment is under way to hire permanent program directors as well as rotators; vacancies are being advertised nationally.  The Directorate encourages the melding of panels from different areas as a way of responding to emerging research foci.   It is also experimenting with “virtual panels” as a way of dealing with smaller panels for specialty areas.  

Recommendation #15:  “We further recommend that panel members be offered extended terms whenever possible.  Finally, we think that the same ad hoc reviewers should be used whenever possible for resubmissions as were used in the original proposal.”

Response:  In recent years BIO has moved away from the traditional three-year terms for panelists.   In part this has been done to reduce the number of proposals that can not be taken to a particular panel because of conflicts of interest.  Resubmissions are typically sent to some previous reviewers and to some new ones.  Because resubmissions are treated de novo, it is appropriate to include new reviewers in the process.  

Recommendation #16: “Many investigators have the experience of having to resubmit a proposal one or more times to get it funded.  ….. It would be helpful if additional pages could be provided to the PI on the resubmission for reply to reviewers.”  

Response:   Proposal content and format are standard across the NSF.   Please also see the response to Recommendation #5 above. 

PART B.  RESULTS :   OUTPUTS AND OUTCOMES OF NSF INVESTMENTS

B.3 OUTCOME GOAL for TOOLS: Providing “broadly accessible, state-of-the-art and shared research and education tools.”

Recommendation #17. “The Committee did not see any evidence that the Neuroscience Cluster is specifically addressing this goal. …..we therefore believe that a separate initiative would be appropriate. This initiative should not be part of any one particular cluster and should involve appropriate Engineering directorates.”

Response:  The need for tools development has been much discussed by the Directorate in recent months, and the Directorate agrees with this recommendation.  The Division of Biological Infrastructure supports the development of major tools, while smaller projects are sometimes funded within programs by SGER’s.  Other efforts, in part through cross-directorate priority areas such as ITR, are on going.

PART C.  OTHER TOPICS

C.2  Please provide comments as appropriate on the program’s performance in meeting program-specific goals and objectives that are not covered by the above questions.

Recommendation #18:  “The CoV had difficulty identifying quantifiable indices of this impact…. it is strongly recommended that a special task force be assembled to 1) define and operationalize “impact”, 2) develop a plan to assess by quantitative and/or anecdotal evidence the long-term (e.g., within 10 years) impact of NSF funded research.  …..3) determine a timeline for the execution and completion of the evaluation plan prior to the next CoV.”

Response:  The Directorate continues to seek ways to document the impact of its programs.  In the past, the CoV has dealt more with management issues than scientific ones.  Given the large investment in neuroscience by the NIH, it is especially important for the NSF to identify foci where it can have the greatest impact.  The Directorate encourages workshops or other activities in the effort to define NSF’s role in the future funding of neuroscience.

C.3  Please identify agency-wide issues that should be addressed by NSF to help improve the program's performance.  

Recommendation #19.  “A greater proportion of program officers need to be permanent staff….”

Response:  BIO agrees that a sufficient number of permanent program directors is needed to provide institutional memory.  Please see the response to Recommendation #12.  

C.4  Please provide comments on any other issues the COV feels are relevant.

Recommendation #20.  “NSF’s ability to meet its mission would be enhanced if the Foundation’s organizational structure facilitated and rewarded cross-Directorate and other cross-organizational intellectual exchanges and activities.”

Response:  BIO concurs.  Some divisions, including IBN, have one or more program directors dedicated to cross divisional and directorate activities.   Additionally, each program director is expected to participate in one or more directorate-wide or cross directorate activities, usually as a member of a working group.  In addition to a number of formal cross directorate activities, program directors are encouraged to seek co-reviews of proposals where a panel in another discipline can provide critical expertise not available in the primary reviewing panel.  

Recommendation #21.  “It is recommended that the Division Director of IBN (and all four divisions in the Bio Directorate) be permanent NSF staff positions.”

Response:  The practice within the Biology Directorate has been to have one permanent employee and one rotator as senior managers in each division, providing a balance of experience, institutional memory, and innovation.  

Recommendation #22.  “A mechanism needs to be established by which the Bio-Directorate regularly solicits direct feedback from the program officers and responds to that feedback.”

Response:  BIO recognizes the need for communication at all levels.  Each division meets regularly (usually weekly) and the senior management team meets weekly with the Assistant Director.  As part of each meeting an “around the table” is conducted, where each attendee is invited to bring up issues and concerns.

Recommendation #23.   “…..the relative emphasis in different areas of neuroscience, and how these are handled within the cluster, was beyond our ability to address responsibly within the time frame of the CoV meeting.  We recommend that a separate advisory committee be recruited to address this important question adequately.”

Response:  The formation of scientific advisory committees for each area of research, while laudable, would require a considerable investment in time and money.  Other possible means of providing input and guidance include a greater use of existing advisory panels and workshops.  

C.5  NSF would appreciate your comments on how to improve the COV review process, format and report template.

Recommendation #24.  “The committee recommended that it meet on a five-year cycle, provided that the Foundation is able to respond with positive action to the recommendations of this committee, but on a three year cycle if the Foundation does not respond to our action of hiring more program officers!”

Response:  The timing of CoV’s is stipulated by the Administrative Information Manual (Subchapter 300).   Each program or area is to be reviewed every three years.  The Neuroscience Cluster is reviewed independently every four years, and also as part of the Division-wide CoV that occurs every fourth year.

Recommendation #25.  “The Chair of the CoV felt that it would be good to re-evaluate this template after the present cycle of reviews.  This form does not make clear what the intent of many of the questions is nor for whom the answers are primarily intended.”

Response:  These comments are appreciated and will be taken into consideration when the template is prepared for the next round of CoV’s.  

