RESPONSE TO COMMITTEE OF VISITORS REPORT

May 20-21, 2004

Tribal Colleges and Universities Program (TCUP)

Division of Human Resource Development (HRD)

Directorate for Education and Human Resources (EHR)

NSF program staff sincerely thanks the members of the Committee of Visitors (COV) for their diligence in the conduct of a thorough evaluation of NSF’s TCUP.  The following paragraphs provide specific responses and comments addressing the recommendations of the report.

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.

QUALITY AND EFFECTIVENESS OF MERIT REVIEW PROCEDURES

Do the panel summaries provide sufficient information for the principal investigator(s) to understand the basis for the panel recommendation?

COV Comment:  Yes.  The 2001 and 2002 summaries were appropriate but the 2003 summaries were not included in the jacket.
Response: 

The 2003 TCUP cohort includes an award that resulted from an unsolicited proposal. This proposal was evaluated via ad hoc mail review and therefore does not include a panel summary.  Program staff is modifying all remaining 2003 TCUP award jackets to make the panel summaries more prominent.  In addition, starting in 2004, panel summaries together with program officer’s review analyses and other relevant TCUP award documentation are also being incorporated into NSF’s electronic jacket system.

Is the documentation for recommendations complete, and does the program officer provide sufficient information and justification for her/his recommendation?

COV Comment:  Yes.  The COV found inconsistencies in the Review Analysis that summarized the panel’s recommendations of a proposal which was declined.  These inconsistencies could cause a problem if a proposed project requested a review of the decision.

Response:

NSF staff appreciates this observation and will enhance the clarity and consistency of the review analyses for all proposals recommended for declination.  In addition to summarizing proposal strengths and weaknesses, all review analyses will explicitly address proposal compliance with both NSF review criteria (intellectual merit and broader impact) followed by a summary recommendation referencing the review panel recommendation.  Hard copies of the review analysis will be maintained in the proposal file and electronic copies will be maintained in the electronic jacket.  Excerpts of the review analyses including recommendations to strengthen the proposal for future submission will be maintained and made available electronically to the principal investigator via the NSF Fastlane system.  

Is the time to decision appropriate?

COV Comment:  Yes.  In both 2001 and 2002, 100% the time to decision was excellent (100% in less than 6 months) in 2003 this decreased to 94%.  The COV commends the NSF for this quick response.
Response:

Prompt NSF feedback to awardee institutions contributes to project success as it enables awardee institutions to initiate preparations for project implementation early on.  

Early decline notifications provide institutions with ample time to address proposal deficiencies identified by reviewers and NSF staff and to prepare proposals for submission in future competitions.
Discuss issues identified by the COV concerning the quality and effectiveness of the program’s use of merit review procedures:

COV Comment:  Overall the quality and effectiveness of the review process was excellent.  The COV found instances of clerical errors in either panel reviews or in the form 7.  It is suggested that proof reading and the electronic reviews may address the kinds of errors in the future.
Response:  

NSF staff appreciates the acknowledgement of overall excellence in the quality and effectiveness of the review process.  To improve review narratives, panel reviewers will be instructed to compose their reviews using a word processor with spell check capability prior to transferring their reviews to the NSF electronic panel review system.  Reviewers will be instructed to review and correct the reviewer information displayed in Fastlane and to provide the requested demographic data prior to preparing their reviews.  To ensure the accuracy of form 7’s, program specialists have been tasked to cross check reviewer rating information entered by program assistants prior to submission for division director concurrence. 

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

IMPLEMENTATION OF NSF MERIT REVIEW CRITERIA.

Have the panel summary reviews addressed whether the proposal contributes to both merit review criteria?

COV Comments:  Yes.  While the individual reviews addressed both merit review criteria, the COV found many panel summaries that addressed strengths and weaknesses without being specific about the review criteria.  The criteria were embedded in the listing of the strengths and weaknesses.
Response:

Instead of embedding both review criteria in the panel summary among discussions of proposal strengths and weaknesses, panelists will be instructed to separate and label their observations concerning proposal compliance with both NSF review criteria.  The new NSF template for reviews prompts reviewers to comment on both criteria.  Consequently, NSF staff feels that this issue will not be of concern in future reviews.

Have the review analyses (Form 7s) addressed whether the proposal contributes to both merit review criteria?

COV Comment:  Yes.  The review analyses appeared to address strengths and weaknesses without explicitly referring to the merit review criteria.  The criteria were embedded in the listing of the strengths and weaknesses.
Response:

Instead of embedding discussions of both review criteria in the review analysis among discussions of proposal strengths and weaknesses, program officers will separately discuss proposal compliance for both NSF review criteria.  The most recent template for the preparation of review analyses within NSF’s electronic jacket separately prompts for 

program officer observations concerning these criteria.

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

COV Comment:  The COV had concerns about inconsistencies in explicitly addressing the merit review criteria but realize that these inconsistencies may be addressed now that the reviews and panel summaries are all completed electronically on a template.
Another indication of the review process working was apparent in one of the projects which was declined in 2001 and funded in 2002 after addressing the concerns of the panel.

Response:

NSF staff strongly encourages institutions with potentially strong, although declined proposals, to resubmit their proposals after carefully addressing the concerns of reviewers and program staff.  TCUP, as well as other HRD programs, provide pre-award technical assistance workshops to assist minority-serving institutions, particularly new performers in this process.  

A.3.  Questions concerning the selection of reviewers.

SELECTION OF REVIEWERS

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

COV Comment:  Yes. The COV noted that there was a deficiency in reviewers with mathematics expertise.  In addition, there was a concern as to whether attention was paid to having panelist with experiences in technology.
Did the program make appropriate use of reviewers to reflect balance among characteristics such as geography, type of institution, and underrepresented groups?

COV Comment:  There needs to be a concerted effort to include individuals on the panels who have expertise in mathematics and technology.  Experts in science were not lacking.
Having panelists information related to region, institutions, and underrepresented groups would aid COVs in addressing this question accurately.
Response:  

TCUP review panels are exemplars of disciplinary diversity with expertise from all STEM disciplines.  All TCUP panels have included at least one mathematician, as well as an engineer.  In addition to their expertise in STEM areas, TCUP reviewers also represent all institutional types, community colleges and four-year colleges, minority-serving institutions and leading research institutions.  Adequate balance is also achieved among faculty, university administrators, evaluators and representatives from educational foundations and government.  A significant proportion of the reviewers reside in states with large Native American, Native Alaskan or Native Hawaiian populations.  

COV Comment:  While there was an appropriate balance of reviewers from different regions and institutions, it was difficult to discern if panelists represented underrepresented groups.  This could only be done by the personal knowledge that the COV had about some of the panelists.

Response:

Ethnic and racial identification of reviewers is voluntary in NSF’s panel review system.  Consequently, official data are incomplete.  TCUP review panels have consistently achieved exemplary levels of ethnic and racial diversity.  Most of the TCUP reviewers are members of minority groups and at least one-third of the reviewers on all TCUP panels to date have been Native Americans.  In addition to their disciplinary expertise, all reviewers are very well acquainted with institutional capacity building issues at minority-serving institutions.

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

RESULTING PORTFOLIO OF AWARDS.

COV Comment:  Discuss any concerns identified that are relevant to the quality of the projects or the balance of the portfolio.

The scope of the project is often more ambitious than the length or size of the awards.  Three years may not be sufficient to accomplish the goals of some projects.  Additional funding and renewal of support should be considered for projects showing good progress.

Response:

TCUP offers two types of awards: five-year implementation awards and twelve-month planning grants.  NSF staff agrees entirely with the COV contention concerning project duration.  Since the establishment of TCUP, implementation awards have had a five-year duration as do other HRD managed undergraduate institutional capacity building programs (LSAMP and HBCU-UP).  NSF experience with comprehensive capacity building projects clearly demonstrates that five years is adequate time to implement, measure the impact and institutionalize sustainable improvements in undergraduate STEM programs.  TCUP supported twelve-month planning grants are designed to assist awardee institutions in their efforts to accurately assess the status of their STEM enterprise and to develop plans for improvement.  

A.5   Management of the program under review

Comment:  Since the K-12 system is no longer being supported by the RSIs, the NSF may also consider encouraging TCUP institutions to develop programs to address the STEM needs of K-12 students. The TCUP RFP could be expanded to include work with K-12 schools.

Response:

Although the primary focus of TCUP is at the associate and baccalaureate STEM degree levels, projects can also address critical transition points such as the transition between high school and college, between 2- and 4-year colleges, from undergraduate to graduate studies, and from college to the workplace.  Tribal Colleges may also seek NSF support for K-12 articulation efforts through NSF’s Advanced Technological Education program, the Math, Science Partnerships program or the Teacher Professional Continuum program.

