NSF RESPONSE TO COMMITTEE OF VISITORS REPORT

RESEARCH ON GENDER IN SCIENCE AND ENGINEERING (GSE)
Division of Human Resource Development
Directorate for Education and Human Resources

Date of COV: September 20-21, 2012
Response: January 2014

NSF staff offer the following responses to issues raised in the COV report for the GSE program.
I. Questions about the quality and effectiveness of the program’s use of merit review process.
1. Arethe review methods (for example, panel, ad hog, site visits) appropriate?

Recommendation: “The COV encourages the continuation of panels as a review method and
considers them to be working well. The COV discussed webinars as a cost saving technique that
can engage reviewers and continue the collaboration between panel members. Computer
applications such as Google Plus and Skype could be considered to facilitate this interaction. The
use of new technology enables panel members from different locations to join a ‘virtual
meeting,’ thereby freeing up program funds. The COV considered this as a possibility for panels
where fewer proposals are reviewed.”

Program Response: The GSE program has used webinars in the past to brief review panelists on
relevant review procedures and to provide information on conflict-of-interest and
confidentiality requirements. We intend to continue and expand this practice. NSF is rapidly
expanding its capability to conduct “virtual panels,” and we expect to use this approach for GSE
and other EHR programs in the future, especially in cases where fewer proposals need to be
reviewed. WebEx, the software platform that NSF has adopted to host virtual meetings, offers
the same capability for online interactions as Google Plus and Skype.

Recommendation: “The COV also encourages site visits, particularly for multi-institutional and
collaborative grants. A site visit stimulates a partnership to collaborate and heightens the
visibility of a project for the local community. Site visits also allow the visiting team to interact
directly with community leaders with regard to plans for integrating the NSF program within
established initiatives and to discuss community sustainability once external dollars are no
longer available.”

Program Response: The GSE program agrees about the positive effects that sites visits can have
on the success and visibility of projects. Within budgetary constraints, we will conduct site visits
for projects that could benefit most from the process, based on their size and complexity. We
will also continue our practice of hosting “reverse” site visits for some projects.

Recommendation: “The COV recommends sharing information from site visits at PI meetings.”
Program Response: In the past, program staff have made Pls aware of general concerns raised

by site visit and reverse site visit teams (without identifying specific projects, since it is
important to preserve the confidentiality of the site visit and reverse site visit process). We will



continue to do so. From the observations made during site visits and reverse site visits, we will
also identify common “lessons learned” and “best practices,” and we will share these at PI
meetings if Pl meetings are held. To disseminate such insights, the GSE program funded the
report Lessons-Learned from “Extension Services” Grantees 2005-2009 (American Association
for the Advancement of Science, April 2010) through a grant to AAAS. It might be possible to
fund similar “lessons learned” or findings reports through a synthesis award in the new REAL
program.

2. Are both merit review criteria addressed (a) in individual reviews, (b) in panel summaries,
and (c) in Program Officer review analyses?

Recommendation: “Overall, the COV found reviews to be clear in the evaluation of intellectual
merit. However, commentary regarding broader impacts can be improved. The COV noted that
the broader impacts were most often the shortest parts of individual reviews.... The COV
believes that the careful consideration of broader impacts by Pls and panelists is particularly
important for GSE and other proposals that address broader participation. Reviewers most often
cited efforts for dissemination through publications and presentations. The COV believes that
other aspects of broader impacts could be discussed more thoroughly in order to educate
proposers.”

Program Response: In the pre-panel webinars that the GSE program has conducted to orient
reviewers, we have discussed specific items to be included for both merit review criteria. We
have also sent templates to reviewers, providing examples of things to pay attention to for both
criteria. We will redouble efforts to make sure both criteria have substantial content in reviews.
In programs focusing on broadening participation in STEM, assessments of the Intellectual Merit
and Broader Impacts of proposals are often intertwined, and we have observed that in practice,
reviewers sometimes use the first section of the review form—Intellectual Merit—to address
issues that could legitimately be addressed under either Intellectual Merit or Broader Impacts,
and they do not necessarily reiterate the issues in the Broader Impacts section of the review
form. Examples of that tendency could account, at least in part, for what the COV observed.

7. Additional comments on the quality and effectiveness of the program’s use of merit review
process:

Recommendation: “The COV noted that, over the three years reviewed, the dwell time
increased. In 2009 and 2010 the dwell time exceeded the 70% criterion (82% and 73%,
respectively); however, in 2011 64% of proposers were notified of a decision within 6 months.
Given the small number of proposals, the slow dwell time was associated with a couple of
projects. The COV recommends monitoring dwell time and identifying mechanisms to meet or
exceed consistently the 70% criterion.”

Program Response: We will monitor dwell time rates to ensure that the program meets or
exceeds the NSF goal of processing 70% of proposals within six months. We will also strive to
decrease dwell time. Some of the delays that the COV noted were due to uncertainties
(resulting from continuing resolutions and other programmatic changes) about the amount of
funding available to the program.



Recommendation: “The COV would like to ensure that NSF is monitoring the impact of funding
cuts and resource limitations on merit review processes. There is significant value associated
with site visits and reverse site visits and the COV recommends that they be continued.”

Program Response: See the response to the similar recommendation on Page 1.

Il. Questions concerning the selection of reviewers.
1. Did the program make use of reviewers having appropriate expertise and/or qualifications?

Recommendation: “The COV recognizes that efforts to increase the diverse pool of reviewers
remain a challenge for many programs. This is especially true in the case of GSE where the
number of reviewers, the size of panels and the research community are considerably smaller
than in other programs.... The COV recommends that for the next competitions NSF actively
develop and continually expand a pool of potential reviewers with expertise in gender and STEM
from a broad range of groups and types of institutions including community colleges, four-year
institutions, MSls and underrepresented minorities. The call for reviewers issued by other
programs at NSF provides a useful model.”

Program Response: Expanding the diversity of the pool of reviewers is a high priority for the
program staff. As the COV noted, it is a challenge. Many more reviewers are asked than accept
the invitation. We will continue to pursue new strategies for recruiting reviewers with expertise
in gender studies and STEM education from all states and a broad range of institutions,
especially reviewers from underrepresented groups and minority-serving institutions.

lll. Questions concerning the management of the program under review.
1. Management of the program.

Recommendation: “Both the Site Visits and the Reverse Site Visit reports include useful
information for new Pls in regard to best practices and lessons learned. The COV recommends
the dissemination of selected findings from these reports. The investment in site and reverse
site visits is substantial and the COV recommends finding ways to expand the impact of these
investments beyond a particular project. For example, at the annual meeting a panel of Pls
and/or site visitors could discuss lessons learned that might be useful to other researchers.”

Program Response: See the response to the similar recommendation on Pages 1-2.

Recommendation: “The COV reiterates the recommendation of the previous COV that NSF fund
a rotator position and additional support staff to assist the program officers in managing the
program and increasing outreach.”

Program Response: Budgetary and staffing constraints are likely to limit the ability to add

positions dedicated to GSE activities in the near term. However, as the program transitions to
become part of DRL’s Knowledge Building Cluster, working between DRL and HRD, the current
program officer will be able to tap into expertise across the Directorate and work with cluster



colleagues in the outreach and review process to create a potentially more robust research
portfolio around gender and STEM. The program will therefore have continuity with the current
program officer, as well as more attention and focus by a larger group of program officers within
EHR.

2. Responsiveness of the program to emerging research and education opportunities.

Recommendation: “This is the time for the GSE program to develop a strategic plan that
situates the gender portfolio within the new REAL program. Attention should be given to further
strengthening the portfolio of gender-related research and projects, encouraging the translation
of research to gender equitable practices, expanding the community of gender scholars, and
maintaining GSE’s leadership role within NSF with regard to gender research.”

Program Response: The development of a strategic plan is an excellent idea, and the GSE
program officer will explore it in collaboration with the RDE and REESE program officers. Such a
plan could provide guidance on how to strengthen the portfolios of all three program areas and
could include strategies for outreach to maintain and grow existing communities.

3. Program planning and prioritization process (internal and external) that guided the
development of the portfolio.

Recommendation: “Inviting a study of the lessons learned from the Diffusion and Extension
track is an effective way to evaluate and direct future activities in this area.”

Program Response: As mentioned in a response to a previous recommendation, in 2010 the
program supported a study of lessons learned from projects in the Extension Services track, and
we have used those insights to shape the program. We will consider inviting a similar study of
Diffusion of Research-based Innovations projects. Because those projects have historically
constituted a small part of the GSE portfolio, it might make sense to study them in combination
with diffusion efforts in the RDE and REESE programs. The result could thus inform future
activities across REAL.

Recommendation: “The COV believes that the funding of workshop proposals, such as the
Minority Male Colloquy, is a fruitful way to engage the community in considering new directions
for the program and opportunities for researchers and grantees.”

Program Response: We intend to continue to use workshops and conferences to expand and
enhance gender research within the REAL program. For example, the GSE and RDE programs
funded a Women with Disabilities in STEM Education Research Agenda Workshop (October 15—
16, 2012, at Gallaudet University), which provided stimulating discussions and will produce a
document with ideas for future research.

3. Responsiveness of program to previous COV comments and recommendations.

Recommendation: “The last COV recommended planning an evaluation of the results of

projects. The program response indicates that a contract was issued for a formal evaluation to
be completed by FY2014. The COV suggests that, if possible, an interim report is submitted or
the timeline be accelerated so that the findings can be incorporated in the planning for REAL.”



Program Response: As we develop and evolve the REAL program, we will incorporate what we
learn from the evaluation contractor’s progress reports and from discussions with the
contractor, and we will take advantage of the results and analyses from the evaluation in
program planning as soon as possible after the contractor delivers them.

IV. Portfolio Review.

Recommendation: “The COV encourages the GSE program to continue the involvement of
community colleges through reviewers, direct awards and institutional partnership awards....
The COV encourages NSF to continue to fund projects that involve females, underrepresented
minority groups and prioritize outreach to underrepresented institutions.”

Program Response: The GSE program will continue those practices, as recommended. We will
prioritize outreach to underrepresented institutions at appropriate conferences and meetings.
We agree that community colleges are important to the STEM pipeline. Several Extension
Services projects and Diffusion of Research-based Innovations projects provide community
college faculty with training in gender-equity strategies. A potential approach to increase
participation at community colleges is to connect interested faculty and administrators at
community colleges with researchers at four-year institutions or Pls from Extension Services
projects. In recent years the GSE program has co-funded efforts with the HBCU-UP, RDE, and
ATE programs to target minority-serving institutions, institutions serving people with disabilities,
and community colleges, respectively. We will continue such efforts within the REAL program.

“The major agency wide issue facing GSE is its merger with REESE and RDE.... The COV discussed
the planned merger at length and offers several recommendations as follows:”

Recommendation: “Address gender research in terms of intellectual merit and identify it as a
distinctive research area to be retained and nurtured within the current and developing
communities of gender researchers.”

Program Response: The REAL solicitation will reiterate the study of gender in STEM as a
distinctive research area to be judged in terms of Intellectual Merit. The revised NSF merit
review criteria issued in January 2013 may facilitate this emphasis on both Intellectual Merit and
Broader Impacts as important elements of any NSF proposal. The program officers in GSE, RDE,
and REESE will work together to maintain gender, disability, and basic research foci as
components of Intellectual Merit.

Recommendation: “Care should be taken by REAL to ensure that reviewers of gender proposals
have the appropriate expertise. The COV recommends continuing the use of separate gender
panels.”

Program Response: The REAL program will emphasize fair and balanced reviews, and the
expertise of reviewers will be matched to the content of proposals. With the launch of the
Broadening Participation Research (BPR) track, panels may include a mix of proposals focusing
on gender, race/ethnicity, disability, or other underrepresented statuses, or on the intersection



of any of these. If a sufficient number of proposals deal exclusively with gender, separate review
panels may be warranted.

Recommendation: “Retain gender research as a top priority within the REAL solicitation and
program. The COV would like to ensure that GSE’s portfolio is highlighted in a way that makes
gender research distinctive within REAL.”

Program Response: The REAL solicitation will highlight gender research as a distinct area. As
REAL proposals are being considered for award and the balance of the portfolio is being
weighed, we will take measures to ensure a vibrant gender portfolio.

Recommendation: “Retain GSE’s overarching goal ‘to support efforts to understand and address
gender-based differences in STEM education and workforce participation ... that will lead to a
larger and more diverse domestic science and engineering workforce,” as stated in GSE’s
program solicitations.”

Program Response: The referenced goal of GSE will remain a priority in REAL.

Recommendation: “The funding of gender research and future solicitations and management
plans should expand explicitly beyond the K-16 focus to encompass all educational and career
paths and transitions, including graduate education, post-doctoral study and STEM careers. The
COV supports the continued emphasis on transitions.”

Program Response: The REAL program will include all levels of education from pre-K through
adulthood and will welcome proposals that focus on transitions. Therefore, gender research
proposals that focus on any level of education and workforce participation will be considered.

Recommendation: “Continue to fund basic research while also supporting diffusion of research-
based innovations and extension services in education.”

Program Response: We will recognize the important role of these activities in the REAL
solicitation and in strategic planning for the program. We will also encourage workshop and
synthesis proposals that could lead to further diffusion efforts.

Recommendation: “Identify specific mechanisms to ensure continued and more collaborative
efforts from the old respective programs.”

Program Response: We will incorporate this idea into the strategic planning for REAL. The GSE
program officer will also build partnerships within EHR and across the Foundation within the

context of a broader plan to build the overall gender in STEM portfolio.

Recommendation: “The GSE Highlights are a rich source of information about funded programs.
This information should not be lost within the REAL program.”

Program Response: We will continue to produce highlights for projects that focus on GSE topics.



OTHER TOPICS

1. Please comment on any program areas in need of improvement or gaps (if any) within
program areas.

Recommendation: “It is important that the previous accomplishments of GSE funded projects
be communicated to a broader community in order to influence future research and to
encourage the translation and application of research findings to educational practice
throughout the educational and career continuum.”

Program Response: An appropriate outreach and communication strategy will be considered in
the strategic planning for REAL. We will encourage the submission of workshop and synthesis
proposals that aggregate information about previous GSE awards and help set the agenda for
new areas of research and development.

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

Recommendation: “The COV finds that a greater investment in building a community of
scholars around gender research could have substantial benefits in strengthening the quality of
research, attracting young professionals, and shaping the portfolio of projects that focus on
gender and intersectionality. Opportunities should be provided to include Pls from the
ADVANCE, REESE, and SBE programs, for example, in annual meetings and forums.... NSF should
provide opportunities for Pls who work on gender and STEM, regardless of funding source
within NSF, to discuss their work and shared challenges.”

Program Response: Program officers and senior management have already discussed the
possibility of a gender-focused Pl meeting, which would bring together Pls from different
programs, as an excellent way to galvanize the community and share findings and promising
practices. We will explore ways in which this might be accomplished within budgetary
constraints and the limitations on large meetings that have been imposed across the Federal
government. Using existing meetings of professional societies and/or virtual meetings, for
example, might be a way to bring the broader community together.

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

Recommendation: “Based on the NSF stated mission related to STEM, it will be important to not
only advance the research base but also to develop specific strategies that will transform
practice in the field. A good example is the COV recommendation to integrate community
colleges more directly. The creation of effective partnerships between this group, four-year
STEM institutions and MSlIs will significantly transform the size and diversity of the pool of
students available to enter the STEM pipeline and actually end up in STEM careers.”

Program Response: We will continue to pursue avenues for collaboration across programs to
broaden the scope of gender-focused awards to be more inclusive and to foster partnerships
between different types of institutions and different researchers.



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

Recommendation: “Provide standard material, organized in folders, for the COV members to
review well in advance of the on-site meeting.”

Program Response: We agree that it is important to provide the COV with sufficient materials in
advance, and we will provide the next COV with more, and better-organized, background
materials using the eJacket COV module (and, if necessary, CDs or USB flash drives). In
particular, we will meet early with the chair, point out this COV’s observations about desirable
preparations for the meeting, and provide all the materials that the chair agrees will facilitate
the committee’s pre-meeting “homework” assignments.
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