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Preamble

This report presents an overview of the Anthropological and Geographical Sciences Cluster – Physical Anthropology; Cultural Anthropology; Archaeology and Archaeometry; Geography and Regional Science; and Environmental, Social, and Behavioral Sciences.  The COV program panels consisted of three individuals each, although one panel member for Cultural Anthropology was unable to attend the COV meeting.  The five program panels met with NSF staff and administration for a COV orientation part of the morning of March 19.  The five program panels met separately until the later morning of March 21, at which time their written reviews were given to me.  


The COV was charged with providing an assessment of NSF’s performance in two primary areas, the integrity and efficiency of the process related to proposal review (Part A), and the quality of the results of output and outcomes from NSF funding (Part B).  COV members structured their reports in relation to a template provided by NSF containing questions pertinent to each part.  The five reports conclude with responses to a series of five questions (Part C) relating to other topics not covered directly in parts A and B.  My report summarizes responses to the questions collectively.  My report concludes with additional comments provided by individual program panels.


Acknowledgements.  The production of the AGS summary and program reports was facilitated by the coordinators of each of the five program panels.  I especially thank Art Murphy (Cultural Anthropology), Doug Price (Archaeology and Archaeometry), Jane Phillips-Conroy (Physical Anthropology), Berney Bauer (Geography and Regional Science), and Elke Weber (ESBS).  NSF staff and administrators were very helpful in answering questions and addressing issues that came up over the two-and-a-half days.  Bill Hall and Cynthia Beall of the NSF advisory committee overseeing the COV were also helpful.  

Part A. Integrity and Efficiency of the Review Process

• The merit review process is done extremely well across the five programs, reflecting strong and generally comprehensive panel composition and excellent management of the review process and procedures by the five program officers.

• Reviewers who agreed to review a proposal often didn’t provide a review, it wasn’t timely, or it was superficial; some panels report a reduction in number of reviews (see Cultural Anthropology and Archaeology/Archaeometry COV reports).  The reduction in number of reviews did not reduce the quality of the review process, but it did create additional work of program officers.

• Individual proposal reviews addressed intellectual merit in a thorough fashion, but the broader impacts were often superficially handled by reviewers (reflecting the fact that the requirement that both merit criteria be addressed by ad hoc reviewers was implemented in FY03).

• Program budgets are not sufficient to award all worthy projects; indeed, there are likely a number of missed opportunities for NSF in funding important research, especially very expensive projects (e.g., Physical Anthropology, ESBS).

• The programs have an appropriate balance of high risk, multidisciplinary, innovative, center/group, new investigator, geographical distribution, institutional types, integrative research, and emerging opportunity proposals. 

• Program officers selected qualified reviewers, resulting in balanced reviews.

• Program officers handled potential conflicts of interest well.

• Underrepresented groups are a small portion of awards.  This reflects the composition of the disciplines and not due to actions (or inactions) by NSF.

• The program officers manage their individual programs very well, but they clearly spend time on activities that could done by staff.  For example, program officers spend too much time tracking down tardy reviews.  NSF should provide additional staffing to contact reviewers to remind them that reviews are due and in other functions. 

• Awards were all for excellent proposals, and the program officers provide excellent rationale for awards accepted or declined (e.g., Form 7).

Part B. Outputs and Outcomes of NSF Investments

• Outcome goal for people

• The research funded by NSF is highly interdisciplinary and international, 

resulting in a globally engaged scientific workforce.  The examples to support this conclusion are numerous, including funding of young investigators, REU support, and workshops bringing together collaborators or investigators interested in common goals.

• Outcome goal for ideas

• The NSF is investing in proposals that are clearly pushing new frontiers, new ideas, and new developments in science.  All five programs regard this outcome as highly successful.

• Outcome goal for tools

• For some of the disciplines represented in the five programs (e.g., Physical Anthropology), research does not focus on developing new tools; rather, tools developed in other disciplines are applied to discipline-specific research questions.  This is a healthy outcome of interdisciplinary research.

C. Other Topics

• Improvements, needs, or gaps identified

• Doctoral Dissertation Improvement Grants appear to be underfunded.  NSF’s AGS Cluster should consider increasing size of DDIG awards by several thousand dollars;

• Expensive research is under-funded, resulting in missed opportunities by the Foundation for support of potentially important projects.

• Other comments in relation to program performance

• The program officers need additional staff support in order to help them run their programs more efficiently, especially in the area of ad hoc review management.  

• Agency wide issues

• At least from the perspective of the AGS Cluster, some worthwhile proposals are not being funded;  

• NSF will need to do a better job of explaining to proposal reviewers why the “broader impacts” criterion is important.

• The CAREER Awards program requires evaluation.  Programs are reluctant to commit already stretched resources to regular funding of CAREER awards.  As the CAREER program currently stands, an award to a PI is $80,000 per year for five years.  This represents a significant part of the budget for each of the programs.  The program officers should be allowed greater flexibility both in the determination of both the amount of the award and its duration.  Increased flexibility in this regard would improve the CAREER award program.  This sentiment was expressed mostly by the three anthropology programs.  The GRS Program regarded the CAREER program as active.

• Across the five programs of the AGS Cluster, it is clear that there is a strong interdisciplinary focus.  If the Foundation wants to see the interdisciplinary focus continue to develop, it will need to be sure that potential barriers to funding are removed.  Archaeology/Archaeometry comments, for example, that closer cooperation with natural sciences divisions in funding would greatly improve its interdisciplinary mission and funding success.

• The interdisciplinary push at NSF is encouraging, but the Foundation needs to remain mindful that the support for these programs should not be done at the expense of individual disciplines (see Archaeology and Archaeometry report).

• Improvement to the COV process

• Some additional preparation time for COV members prior to the meeting, including sending participants a database of all proposals in their programs, abstracts of proposals, status (awarded, declined), and the previous COV report. 

• Move the hotel accommodations closer to NSF.

Comments on Areas Addressed Primarily by Specific Programs


A number of programs in the AGS Cluster recommended changes specific to their programs:

• The Cultural Anthropology Program requests that the Training Program (ERT) be abandoned.  The committee members found no evidence that ERT improved the success rate for proposal writers;

• The impression of the COV of the Archaeology/Archaeometry Program is that disciplinary funds may not be expanding at the same rate as those provided to interdisciplinary programs.  Although this may be just an impression, it should be discussed in the Foundation.

• The GRS Program recommends that a strategic plan be developed in order that the program develop “a more specific identity.” 

• The ESBS Program specifically notes that the “most important issue” is the funding of strong proposals.  All five programs make excellent cases for additional funding, but the problem appears to be especially extreme in the ESBS Program, so much so that the panel expressed the strong concern that PI’s may not apply owing to their perception that it is extraordinarily difficult to be funded.  

• Although the other programs observed a balance of new and senior investigators, ESBS indicates that funding is mostly at the senior level, reflecting the fact that funding tends to be at the center level or are large, collaborative projects.  These kinds of projects and centers tend to be directed by more senior individuals.  That said, the COV panel felt that ESBS is open to funding junior scientists and that NSF should reallocate resources to younger scientists.

