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The Committee of Visitors (COV) Report on the NSF-NATO Postdoctoral Fellowships in Science and Engineering Program contains observations and recommendations for consideration that will help inform ongoing fellowship programs, particularly those with international components. The observations are: 1) Quality and Effectiveness of Merit Review Process; 2) Implementation of NSF Merit Review Criteria; 3) Selection of Reviewers; 4) Resulting Portfolio of Awards; 5) Management of the Program; 6) Outputs and Outcomes of the NSF Investment; and 7) Other Topics.  The NSF-NATO program staff sincerely appreciates the time and diligence of the Committee of Visitors.

The Division of Graduate Education (DGE) in the Education and Human Resources Directorate managed the NSF-NATO Postdoctoral Fellowship Program during the period under review.  The staff consisted of Dr. Terry S. Woodin, Lead Program Officer until September 24, 2004, Carolyn Lyons Piper, Program Manager, Zaneta S. Tyler, Program Assistant and Arneeta S. Speight, Program Specialist.  As of October 1, 2004, Dr. Sonia Ortega returned to DGE as the Lead Program Officer. In addition, the NSF-NATO program staff consulted with NSF’s Office of International Science and Engineering (OISE) on international science and engineering related issues.  OISE provided input during the COV meeting as well as assistance with the responses of the staff to this COV report.

The NATO Science Committee, with headquarters in Brussels Belgium, has undertaken a restructuring and refocusing of its Science Fellowship programs.  Included in the Science Fellowship programs were the NSF-NATO Postdoctoral Fellowships in Science and Engineering Program and similar programs managed in other NATO member countries.  The NATO Science Committee terminated support for the Fellowships program during the 2003 budget year and launched a new program “Security Through Science” which is managed in Brussels.  As a result NSF will no longer be offering or managing the NSF-NATO Postdoctoral Fellowships and we will not be able to incorporate the COV recommendations directly into that program.  The COV Report will be useful should a similar program be reinstated in the future. The suggestions and recommendations contained in the COV report will only serve to inform NSF on the management of other postdoctoral fellowship programs that support US scientists traveling abroad.  We will share the COV’s recommendations with Program Officers in OISE who manage Postdoctoral Fellowships for US citizens.

1. Quality and Effectiveness of Merit Review Procedures 
Observation: Reasons for declination were not always clear

Staff Response: We note the comments regarding clarity in documenting reasons for decisions relative to declination.  After the 2003 competition we revised the panel summary template and requested panelists’ summaries include specific suggestions for improvement, and the reasons for declination, and encouraged the panelists to include these considerations in their discussions.  We agree these items would need further attention in any future competition.
Recommendation/Observation: Although a very good attempt is made to secure appropriate reviewers, the numerous specialties represented in the proposals in some instances led to a lack of specific expertise being represented in the subpanels.  In these cases the reviews tended to be less informative and specific.  A suggestion to overcome this would be to use information provided by U.S. host scientists in the “current and pending proposals” section of the proposal; reviewers recruited to consider the host scientists proposals  to other NSF panels should also be well qualified to review NATO Fellowship proposals.  We recognize the difficulties in getting reviewers, especially given the time constraints.

Staff Response: This is a problem that has concerned NSF staff as well and so special efforts were made in the most recent years of the competition to obtain reviewers with specific expertise for proposals. We also consulted with NSF staff in other directorates and with those who had agreed to review proposals for suggestions of additional reviewers.  The COV suggestion is a welcome piece of advice if in the future NSF were to design an independent NSF supported program.

The COV suggestion to use reviewers of past proposals submitted by the PI to review NSF-NATO related ones is a good one and a source we have not tapped but will recommend to other similar programs. In recent years because of the more specialized content of the proposals the program has had to select panelists from a wide variety of disciplines.

Recommendation /Observation: There is no explicit statement in the proposal solicitations or review that asks for a description of the possibilities for future collaborations between the visiting scholar and host, or in general.

Staff Response: The solicitation does direct the postdoctoral fellow to address long-range professional goals.  The recommendation that the proposal address future collaborations between the visiting scientist and the host scientist is a good point that the NSF-NATO Postdoctoral Fellowship program staff will recommend if in the future NSF were to design an independent NSF supported program.  .

2. Implementation of NSF Merit Review Criteria

Recommendation/Observation: “Broader impacts” – The COV suggest that future solicitations similar to this program involving international exchange, pay special attention to providing examples of broader impact and ask a set of leading questions to enable response to Criterion 2.

The COV recommends that the solicitation for future program similar to this one, spell out the measures for intellectual merit.  Emphasize mentoring and the importance of international exchange. Give specific examples in the solicitation.

Staff Response: The suggestion to give examples of broader impacts in response to Criterion 2 is a good observation and one the NSF-NATO postdoctoral fellowship program staff will share with other programs that have an international component.  We will consider additional review criteria, such as those developed in OISE for international science and engineering proposals (NSF 04-036).

3. Selection of Reviewers  
Recommendation/Observation: It may be useful to look at the reviewers on past proposals of the Host scientist related to the subject at hand, and use them as Ad Hoc reviewers.


It might be useful to draw from NSF databases from specific disciplines to select reviewers with most appropriate expertise in the subject area.

Staff Response: The idea of using reviewers of past proposals from a specific PI to review NSF-NATO related ones is a good one and a source we have not tapped but will use for future programs of similar type. 

4. Resulting Portfolio of Awards 

Recommendation/Observation: It could be argued that the training of postdoctoral fellows is indeed education and that the program inherently integrates research and education.  But this “integration” is used with a very specific meaning in domestic proposals and is a perhaps unique trend in the U.S.  

It may be desirable in the future to pay special attention to convey the various examples of such integration to the proposers and ask the PIs (especially as they are U. S. institutions and scientists) to pay attention to this aspect and to note examples in their final reports so that we can collect examples and show to future applicants.  An emphasis on how the postdoctoral training will be used back in the home country of the postdoctoral visitor should be made.

Staff Response:  The NSF-NATO postdoctoral fellowship program staff notes the COV suggestion and will recommend this information to other programs that are similar.  

Recommendation: The COV noted that the number of proposals in the life sciences is high and mathematics and social sciences are poorly represented in the number of proposals received.  Social sciences are almost non-existent.  

Staff Response: The NSF currently offers postdoctoral fellowship programs in the social sciences and mathematics.  The NSF-NATO staff will direct potential US applicants, when inquiring about the NSF-NATO postdoctoral fellowship program, to consider submitting proposal to the mathematics and social sciences postdoctoral fellowship programs. 

5. Management of the Program

Recommendation: The COV suggest that in future programs of this type to implement a 2 or 3-year follow-up and feedback from the US PI.  Possibly use FastLane to trigger a report.

Response: This is a good idea and one DGE is exploring for all of our fellowship programs.

6. Outputs and outcomes of NSF Investment

Recommendation: The COV suggests an evaluation of the program for lessons learned and direction should another program of this type be developed. The program is reviewed as a whole in  retrospective study.  Share the outcome of the COV report with the international program.

Response: We agree that an evaluation of this and other fellowship programs would enhance the Nation’s knowledge concerning effective mechanisms to advance STEM graduate education.  In 1988 an analysis of the NSF-NATO Program reviewed the records of recipients from 1959 – the inception of the program- through 1981.  The focus was to provide information about the career status of the fellows and any long-term effects of the program. The NATO Science Committee evaluated the entire program, not just NSF, in 2001 to assess the impact of giving fellowships to citizens of Partner Countries.  

DGE is currently exploring evaluation procedures and the educational research potential for all of its programs.  Therefore these comments are very timely. We now have someone in the division on a half-time basis with specific responsibility to help the Division advance its evaluation goals and use results for future development.  The NSF-NATO postdoctoral fellowship program staff shall share these findings with OISE.

Recommendation: Reinstate travel for Senior Scientists

Response: Considering that NATO will no longer provide funding for the program, this recommendation cannot be implemented.

7. Other Topics

Recommendation/Observation: The COV understands that it (Program Data) was not sent to the COV members ahead of time so as not to ask them to spend time reviewing these.  However, it would have been useful to get the folder sent to the COV members about a week prior to the date of the visit so they could familiarize themselves with some of the details.

Staff Response: We note this suggestion and, in the future, will try to provide to COVs, at least one week prior to the panel, complete electronic versions of all material to be reviewed with the exception of protected information such as that found in specific awarded and declined proposals. .
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