
CORE QUESTIONS and REPORT TEMPLATE
 for 

FY 2002 NSF COMMITTEE OF VISITOR (COV) REVIEWS

Guidance to NSF Staff: This document includes the FY 2002 set of Core Questions and the COV Report Template for use by NSF staff when preparing and conducting COVs during FY 2002. Specific guidance for NSF staff describing the COV review process is described in the recently revised Subchapter 300-Committee of Visitors Reviews (NSF Manual 1, Section VIII) that can be obtained at http://www.inside.nsf.gov/od/gpra/. 

NSF relies on the judgment of external experts to maintain high standards of program management, to provide advice for continuous improvement of NSF performance, and to ensure openness to the research and education community served by the Foundation. Committee of Visitor (COV) reviews provide NSF with external expert judgments in two areas: (1) assessments of the quality and integrity of program operations and program-level technical and managerial matters pertaining to proposal decisions; and (2) the degree to which the outputs and outcomes generated by awardees have contributed to the attainment of NSF’s mission, strategic goals, and annual performance goals. 

The Core Questions developed for FY 2002 are a basic set of questions that NSF must respond to as a whole when reporting to Congress and OMB as required by GPRA. The questions are derived from the OMB approved FY 2002 performance goals and apply to the portfolio of activities represented in the program(s) under review. The program(s) under review may include several subactivities as well as NSF-wide activities. The directorate or division may instruct the COV to provide answers addressing a cluster or group of programs - a portfolio of activities integrated as a whole- or to provide answers specific to the subactivities of the program-with the latter requiring more time but providing more detailed information. 

The Division or Directorate may choose to add questions relevant to the activities under review. Not all core questions are relevant to all programs. NSF staff should work with the COV members in advance of the meeting to provide them with organized background materials and to identify questions/goals that apply to the program(s) under review. NSF staff should help COVs to focus on questions or goals that apply to the program under review, and avoid questions which do not apply.

Guidance to the COV:  The COV report should provide a balanced assessment of NSF’s performance in two primary areas:  (A) the integrity and efficiency of the processes which involve proposal review; and (B) the quality of the results of NSF’s investments in the form of outputs and outcomes which appear over time. The COV also explores the relationships between award decisions and program/NSF-wide goals in order to determine the likelihood that the portfolio will lead to the desired results in the future. Discussions leading to answers for Part A of the Core Questions will require study of confidential material such as declined proposals and reviewer comments. COV reports should not contain confidential material or specific information about declined proposals. Discussions leading to answers for Part B of the Core Questions will involve study of non-confidential material such as results of NSF-funded projects. It is important to recognize that the reports generated by COVs are used in assessing agency progress in meeting government required reporting of performance, and are made available to the public.
Clear justifications for goal ratings are critical – ratings without justifications are not useful for agency reporting purposes. Specific examples of NSF supported results illustrating goal achievement or significant impact in an area should be cited in the COV report, with a brief explanation of the broader significance for each. Areas of program weakness should be identified. COV members are encouraged to provide feedback to NSF on how to improve in all areas, as well as the COV process, format, and questions.
FY 2002 REPORT TEMPLATE FOR

 NSF COMMITTEES OF VISITORS (COVs)

	Date of COV: October 2-3, 2002

	Program/Cluster: Computer Science, Engineering and Mathematics Scholarships


	Division: Undergraduate Education


	Directorate:
Education and Human Resources


	Number of actions reviewed by COV:


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

Briefly discuss and provide comments for each relevant aspect of the program's review process and management. Comments should be based on a review of proposal actions (awards, declinations, and withdrawals) that were completed within the past three fiscal years. Provide comments for each program being reviewed and for those questions that are relevant to the program under review. Quantitative information may be required for some questions. Constructive comments noting areas in need of improvement are encouraged.  Please do not take time to answer questions if they do not apply to the program.

A.1  Questions about the quality and effectiveness of the program’s use of merit review procedures. Provide comments in the space below the question.  Discuss areas of concern in the space below the table.  

	QUALITY AND EFFECTIVENESS OF MERIT REVIEW PROCEDURES
	YES, NO, or

DATA NOT AVAILABLE

	Is the review mechanism appropriate? (panels, ad hoc reviews, site visits)

Comments:

The COV reviewed a random sample of proposals submitted in all four cycles of the CSEMS program.  This sample was comprised of 16 awarded and 16 declined proposals.  It is clear that, in principle, the reviewers adhered to the general criteria established by the National Science Board.  The overwhelming majority of the proposals were subjected to panel review by five or six reviewers.  In only one instance was a three-member panel identified.  The review mechanism appears to be appropriate in that panel members received detailed instructions on the process through communications with the CSEMS program officer and at a briefing at the time that the panel was convened.

 
	YES

	Is the review process efficient and effective?

Comments:

The review process appears to be both efficient and effective.  The sentiments of individual reviewers are summarized by the panel chair with notation of the ratings provided by the group. In particular, the reviewers'comments justifying their approval or disapproval of proposals appeared to be in consort with the goals of the program. This information is used by the program officer in composing the proposal’s summary statement.  The majority of summary statements in the jackets reviewed 

provided the applicants with detailed information supporting the panel's 

decision. 

	YES



	Is the time to decision appropriate?

Comments:

The time to decision was found to be exemplary.  In the majority of the samples reviewed, decisions were made within six months.  In one

proposal, a decision was made within four months of submission.  In 

another, the decision process took approximately seven months.


	YES

	Is the documentation for recommendations complete?

Comments:

In all instances it was easy to establish the relationship between the documentation and the recommendations. The recommendations by the panel were taken into consideration by the program officers in preparing their summary statements. In the case of awards, recommendations were

resolved during the course of negotiations between the PI and the 

program officer.

	YES

	Are reviews consistent with priorities and criteria stated in the program’s solicitations, announcements, and guidelines?

Comments:

In general, the panel reviewers addressed those elements stated in the

program’s solicitations, announcements and guidelines. (Two exceptions later discussed later are the handling “intellectual merit” and “broader impact”).  In particular, proposals which demonstrated mechanisms 

addressing the goals of the program received favorable ratings.


	YES


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

The COV was of the opinion that the quality and effectiveness of the program's use of merit review procedure was exemplary.  The COV noted that in Section VI of the Program Solicitation-PROPOSAL REVIEW INFORMATION-the merit review procedures are clearly delineated.  This information was used by the majority of reviewers in the sample jackets reviewed.  A few reviewers referenced 'strengths ' and 'weaknesses' in their assessment of the level to which the proposals addressed intellectual merit and broader impact.  The

standardization of the review process-communications, forms and defined

timelines-contribute to the quality and effectiveness of this process.

A. 2  Questions concerning the implementation of the NSF Merit Review Criteria (intellectual merit and broader impacts) by reviewers and program officers. Provide comments in the space below the question. Discuss issues or concerns in the space below the table. (Provide fraction of total reviews for each question)
	IMPLEMENTATION OF NSF MERIT REVIEW CRITERIA
	% REVIEWS 

	What percentage of reviews address the intellectual merit criterion?
	30%

	What percentage of reviews address the broader impacts criterion?
	15%

	What percentage of review analyses (Form 7’s) comment on aspects of the intellectual merit criterion?
	30%

	What percentage of review analyses (Form 7’s) comment on aspects of the broader impacts criterion?
	15%


Discuss any concerns the COV has identified with respect to NSF’s merit review system.

There seems to be no consistent emphasis on the “intellectual merit” or the “broader impacts” criteria.  However, when the reviewers commented on either of these criteria, the review summarizer and the program officer did, as well, but there was great inconsistency.  The COV would like to note that we were specifically looking for discussions labeled “intellectual merit” and “broader impact.”  Although these terms were rarely used, the reviewers did discuss specific strengths and weaknesses of each proposal.

A.3   Questions concerning the selection of reviewers. Provide comments in the space below the question. Discuss areas of concern in the space below the table. 

	Selection of Reviewers
	YES , NO

Or DATA NOT AVAILABLE

	Did the program make use of an adequate number of reviewers for a balanced review? 

Comments:

Nearly all proposals were reviewed by six panel members.  The COV specifically looked at the affiliation of each reviewer for the proposals we sampled, noting a mix of reviewers from 4-year schools, 2-year schools, and industry.  It is our belief that the reviewers represent many different viewpoints which in the end led to a balanced review.  One improvement would be to increase the number of industry reviewers, especially when proposals contain linkages to industry.  Given the diversity of the reviewers on the panels, it was comforting that their opinions on the proposals were so consistent. 


	   YES

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

Comments:

The expertise of the reviewers was difficult to determine from the documentation provided (see the note below).  Based solely on the reviewer’s professional employment and on the thoughtfulness of their comments, it does seem that they had an appropriate level of expertise to evaluate the proposals.


	YES 

(See the note below)

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

Comments:

The COV specifically looked at the geographic location and type of institution that reviewers were affiliated with.  It is our view that the institutions were balanced between 2-year and 4-year programs, and reviewers equally represented different areas of the country.  We were unable to determine if the reviewer represented underrepresented groups from the Form 7 information.


	YES

(See note about under- represented groups)

	Did the program recognize and resolve conflicts of interest when appropriate?

Comments:

There were cases noted when the reviewer disclosed a conflict of interest and did not participate in the review.  The COV is confident that such cases are handled in a fair and appropriate way.

	YES

	Did the program provide adequate documentation to justify actions taken?

Comments:

In all cases, PIs were provided with a summary of the panel findings along with verbatim (but anonymous) individual reviews.  When the proposal was not funded, the panel summary correctly identified the major concerns of the reviewers.


	YES


Discuss any concerns identified that are relevant to selection of reviewers in the space below.

In most cases, the COV was unable to determine the qualifications of the reviewers.  It was not clear from their affiliations if the reviewer was an educator or an administrator, or more to the point, if the reviewer had experience or knowledge with student programs focusing on recruitment and retention.  A parallel could be made to the review of research proposals where it is desirable for a reviewer to be knowledgeable about the content area of the proposal; that is, it is not sufficient to just be an academician.

In no case was it possible to identify the race or ethnicity of the reviewer.

The COV also believes that because the CSEMS program has as one of its goals the production of educated workers for the IT workforce, review panels should have more representation from the IT industry.

In terms of reviewing the CSEMS program and responding to this set of questions, the COV recommends that NSF articulate a set of requirements for reviewers and then document how reviewers meet those requirements.         
A.4  Questions concerning the resulting portfolio of awards under review.  Provide comments in the space below the question. Discuss areas of concern in the space below the table.
	RESULTING PORTFOLIO OF AWARDS
	APPROPRIATE,

NOT APPROPRIATE, 

OR DATA NOT AVAILABLE

	Overall quality of the research and/or education projects supported by the program.

Comments:

We found the projects overwhelmingly preoccupied with education, rather than research, and we regard this as perfectly appropriate. (Of course, each might –if assessed carefully at varying times after funding is complete—yield “best practices” for attracting and retaining studious attention to the CSEMS subjects.) We found the portfolio “appropriate” in providing a geographic and demographic range of credible promise for improving the supply of Americans engaged in the vocations opened though competence in the CSEMS subjects.


	Appropriate

	Are awards appropriate in size and duration for the scope of the projects?

Comments:

The size of the workforce development challenge warrants larger and more sustained awards –say, $10,000 for each of four years, or smaller but longer grants for working adults. Additional flexibility might be provided to PI’s so that grants could be made ad hominem within a range of size and not limited by the Pell grant maximum, and recipients at two-year institutions could continue at a collaborating four-year college. 


	Not Appropriate

	Does the program portfolio have an appropriate balance of

· High Risk Proposals

Comments:

The program’s purposes are important and challenging, and the success of the funded projects rests on the following factors (which seemed to be common ingredients in the approved proposals): (1) articulated intersections between classroom, support services, internships, professional meetings, etc; (2) strong institutional reputation for recruiting and retaining students from underserved populations; (3) principal investigators in academic leadership (rather than discipline-specific) positions; (4) given the underprepared populations among the awardees, the COV concluded that there was a good balance of risk.
	Appropriate

	· Multidisciplinary Proposals

Comments:

Most were multi-disciplinary; more might have been interdisciplinary.
	Appropriate

	· Innovative Proposals

Comments:

The restriction of the grant almost entirely to financial aid limits the possibilities for program innovation. (The very heavy reliance on disciplinary competence and institutional reputation also stand in the path of innovation). The most innovative proposals we saw were 

ill-argued and poorly explicated.  They needed greater counsel from CSEMS program officers. 


	Inappropriate

	Of those awards reviewed by the committee, what percentage of projects address the integration of research and education?

Comments:

Very few of the 32 proposals we reviewed sought to integrate research into the educational regimen suggested. Less than 2%. 


	Percentage

Inapproriate


Discuss any concerns identified that are relevant to the quality of the projects or the balance of the portfolio in the space below.

The COV discovered two issues.  One is the low incidence of research projects or projects 

that integrated education and research.  The other is the limitation on innovation created by 

the structure of the grant which essentially provides financial aid but no support for the 

infrastructure.

PART B.  RESULTS :   OUTPUTS AND OUTCOMES OF NSF INVESTMENTS

Since the CSEMS program is positioned as an element of the “PEOPLE” category within the overall NSF/EHR strategy of “PEOPLE, IDEAS, And TOOLS”, the questions in Sections B.2 (Tools) And B.3 (Ideas) do not apply and require no consideration by the COV. 
NSF investments produce results that appear over time.  The answers to questions for this section are to be based on the COV’s study of award results, which are direct and indirect accomplishments of projects supported by the program.  These projects may be currently active or closed out during the previous three fiscal years.  The COV review may also include consideration of significant impacts and advances that have developed since the previous COV review and are demonstrably linked to NSF investments, regardless of when the investments were made.  Incremental progress made on results reported in prior fiscal years may also be considered.

The attached questions are developed using the NSF outcome goals in the 2002 Performance Plan. The COV should look carefully at and comment on (1) noteworthy achievements of the year based on NSF awards; (2) the ways in which funded projects have collectively affected progress toward strategic outcomes; and (3) expectations for future performance based on the current set of awards. NSF asks the COV to reach a consensus regarding the degree to which past investments in research and education have measured up to the annual strategic outcome goals.

The COV’s should address each relevant question.  Questions may not apply equally to all programs.  COVs may conclude that the program under review appropriately has little or no effect on progress toward a strategic outcome, and should note that conclusion in the COV’s report.

The following report template provides the broad FY 2002 Strategic Outcomes for People, Ideas and Tools, the FY 2002 performance goals for each outcome, and the specific indicators used to measure performance in meeting the annual performance goal.  If the COV members are not sure how to interpret the goal or indicators for the particular program, they should request clarification from the NSF program staff.

To justify significant achievement of the outcome goals and indicators, COV reports should provide brief narratives, which cite NSF-supported examples of results. For each NSF example cited, the following information should be provided in the report:

NSF Award Number

PI Names

PI Institutions

Relevant Performance Goal/Indicator

Relevant Area of Emphasis

Source for Report

B.1.a COV Questions for PEOPLE Goal

NSF OUTCOME GOAL for PEOPLE: Developing  “a diverse, internationally competitive and globally engaged workforce of scientists, engineers, and well-prepared citizens.”

Consider each of the seven indicators* for the PEOPLE goal.  Has the activity supported projects that demonstrate significant achievement for the PEOPLE outcome goal indicators? To justify your answer, provide NSF-supported examples for each of the relevant indicators that apply to the activity and explain why they are relevant or important for this outcome in the space following the table.   If projects do not demonstrate significant achievement, comment on steps that the program should take to improve.  Please do not discuss if the indicator is not relevant to the activity.

	PEOPLE GOAL INDICATORS*
	PROGRAM ACHIEVEMENT

SIGNIFICANT, OR

NOT SIGNIFICANT , OR 

DOES NOT APPLY, OR 

DATA NOT AVAILABLE 

(select one)

	Development of well-prepared scientists, engineers or educators whose participation in NSF activities provides them with the capability to explore frontiers and challenges of the future;

Comments:

This program does not serve this purpose as directly as it serves the development of a diverse workforce because it is focused on the margin between participation in higher education and defined commitment to and preparedness for the study of the CSEMS subjects. 

The vast majority of the proposals are aimed at strengthening the workforce with an admirable concern for equity as part of the philosophical response to the problem.  Because the projects, for the most part, do not emphasize research, it is difficult to say whether there is an intention to move these students beyond the technician level.  It could be the hope that some will pursue tertiary study and function as engineers, scientists or educators, but this is not clear from the sample chosen.


	NOT SIGNIFICANT

	Contributions to development of a diverse workforce through participation of underrepresented groups (women, underrepresented minorities, persons with disabilities) in NSF activities;

Comments:

The CSEMS programs serve this purpose admirably.

There is clearly a commitment to diversity within the selection process.  Several of the proposals explicitly referenced the need for programs that allow minorities and women (this is less the case with persons with disabilities) to be educationally successful and therefore, bring these diverse perspectives into the workplace.  Given the strong equity and workforce development agenda, one wonders whether research was strongly and explicitly stated as a major goal of the program.  It is possible that there needs to be some clarification in the description of the Call for Proposals to ensure that workforce diversity and research are equally valued.  As it stands, there is more attention given to the equity issues.  This is not to suggest that this is a bad thing, only that a clarification might be in order.


	SIGNIFICANT

	Award communication with the public in order to provide information about the process and benefits of NSF supported science and engineering activities.

Comments:

The public consisting of corporate partners, other colleges and universities, high school counselors and teachers and other constituencies of the sponsoring institution (e.g., other faculties and administrative support services) receive good communication. The “wider public” is not so well served by the outreach of NSF or the institutionally-based programs. 

While this idea is consistently referenced in the Division Director’s letter to the awardee of the grant, there is little emphasis on the dissemination aspect of the grant requirement in the actual proposal.  The reviewers do not seem to think this a major element of the program, and so, it is almost never mentioned in the reviews.  The COV believes this is an important aspect of the process since the synergy created by idea-sharing goes to the heart of the expectation that the program will be an intellectual seed from which flowers then grow.

EXAMPLE:  West Ark College faces an interesting situation.  In that part of the state, they have seen a growth in underprepared minority students in the last decade.  The CSEMS project is designed to provide support to those students.  Women and minorities received 70% of the 26 awards that were made.  21 of those students are completing their programs and one has completed her degree.  Dissemination of their methods could be enormously helpful.


	NOT SIGNIFICANT


* Only three of the PEOPLE Goals indicators are relevant to the CSEMS program
Provide one or more examples of NSF supported results with award numbers to justify each selection above. For each example, provide a brief narrative, to explain the importance of the result in non-technical terms. For each NSF example cited, include the following information:

NSF Award Number:
DUE-0094766, DUE9987351, #9986914
PI Names

PI Institutions: West Ark College

Relevant Performance Goal/Indicator

Relevant Area of Emphasis

Source for Report

B.1.b COV Questions related to PEOPLE Areas of Emphasis

For each relevant area shown below, determine whether the program’s investments and available results demonstrate the likelihood of strong performance in the future? Justify your argument by providing NSF-supported examples of investment results (with grant numbers) that relate to or demonstrate outcomes for the PEOPLE goal and relevant indicators.  If the area of emphasis is not relevant to the activity, do not discuss.

	PEOPLE Areas of Emphasis*
	Demonstrates likelihood of strong performance in future? 

(Yes, No, Does Not Apply or Data Not Available)

	Broadening Participation

· Minority-Serving Institutions (MSI) programs 

Comments:

Although several institutions emphasized the need to provide support to underprepared minority students, only a very small percentage of the colleges could, in fact, be considered MSIs.  This is not intrinsically a problem since majority-serving institutions that make extraordinary efforts to attract, retain and graduate minority students should be commended.  One institution, Grambling State University, did combine the equity and the research thrust, seeking to provide scholarships to 40 academically talented students through their “Path to Graduate-level Degrees for Low-Income Talented Students.”  The intent of this program is to recruit, retain and graduate students who would go on to graduate programs.

Graduate Student Stipends

Comments:   Insufficient evidence to comment.


	YES (see caveat in comments)


* Only one of the People Areas of Emphasis is relevant to the CSEMS program 

Provide one or more examples of NSF supported results with grant numbers to justify each selection above. For each example, provide a brief narrative to explain the importance of the result in non-technical terms. For each NSF example cited, include the following information:

NSF Award Number: DUE9987351
PI Names: Sharma Parshu

PI Institutions: Grambling State University

Relevant Performance Goal/Indicator

Relevant Area of Emphasis
Source for Report: Grambling application for supplemental CSEMS grant

Comment on steps that the program should take to improve performance in areas of the PEOPLE goal. 

B.4 Please comment on any program areas in need of improvement.

· Make desirable proposal elements more explicit in the RFP (“we strongly encourage proposals to identify meaningful linkages to industry…”).  Other examples:  if publicizing the grant or focusing on transitions for students is deemed important, then it should be highlighted in the RFP as a topic needing to be addressed.   Also, because many of the PIs do not have extensive experience writing grant proposals, NSF should provide assistance and feedback on interpreting the RFP.  Towards that end, the RFP could be rewritten to state exactly which elements must be in the proposal and even provide a few examples.

· As noted in Section A.3, if there is an emphasis on the transition to the workforce, the review panels should have more industry representatives.   Further, academicians selected to review proposals should have experience (or a demonstrated interest) in developing student support programs.  The best proposals will most likely have the strongest “people components” rather than technical elements.

· The COV noted that direct faculty involvement in the implementation of many proposals was low.  NSF may consider appropriate ways to create incentives for the faculty to be more involved.

· The COV noted several letters from NSF in the jackets that were not dated.  We recommend that all materials placed in the folders be annotated appropriately.

· Only 30% of the reviewers and program officers responded specifically to the Intellectual Merit and Broader Impact Categories. Proposal reviewers seemed to struggle with identifying the “intellectual merit” and “broader impact” of the submissions.  Because this is so prominent on the proposal rating rubric, it may be appropriate to ask PIs to provide a paragraph on each as one of the items needed in the proposal.  Alternatively, review panels should be provided with program-specific examples of merit and impact.

· Need to reconsider the exclusion of part-time students since the vast majority of students attending college are part-time.

· The COV task in assessing programs to date would have been made considerably easier had annual reports from the colleges been made available.  Nuggets were difficult to find.

· The applications do not, for the most part, address research but place heavy emphasis on workforce development and equity.  Yet the COV review sheet suggests that research is an equally important variable.  This needs to be made clear.

· Not clear that reviewers consider the dissemination of the project to other colleges and the public as important.

· Institution should have the flexibility to raise or lower the award for individuals above or beyond the $3125.

· In A-4, the terms “High Risk” and “Innovative” need to be defined.

B.5 Provide comments as appropriate on the program’s performance in meeting program-specific goals and objectives, which are not covered by the above questions.

We observe that financial-need grants do not buttress the structure and infrastructure of the programs that engage the student and provide ultimate success. In any event, ultimate success will eventually be measurable, and we concur that the indicators be, for example, reducing the time to degree, the number of recipients that major in CSEMS subjects, and the increase in the number continuing to progress toward degree or in their vocations in CSEMS fields. 

B.6 NSF would appreciate your comments for improvement of the COV review process, format and report template.

The format and report template are fine.  COV access to the annual reports would be helpful.
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