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The program director for NSF's Law and Social Science (LSS) Program is gratified that the recent Committee of Visitors (COV) found the Program's "proposal review process to be efficient, effective, and fair; the outcomes admirable; and the Program well-run."  The comments below reflect the program director's responses to the recommendations made by the COV in their final report, and the actions which the Program will take in response to these recommendations.  These are addressed in the order in which they appear in the final report.

1. "Fastlane appears to have improved the efficiency of the review process…(W)e do worry, though, about those scholars who may find the increased technical requirements for grant submission onerous…we do not want to ignore the importance of keeping experienced older scholars, who may on average be less computer savvy than younger scholars, involved in proposal submission."
PARTIALLY AGREE.  The Foundation's move to a unified, electronic process for proposal submission and review undoubtedly raises some concerns about researchers' abilities to master the technical aspects of the process.  These concerns may be especially acute for LSS, where (unlike in other areas of science and engineering) computer-related skills do not necessarily correlate with substantive expertise.  In general, the response within the Law and Social Science community to the move has been a positive one, with PIs noting their appreciation for the increased speed, efficiency, and transparency of the review process.  The Program will remain responsive to Fastlane-related difficulties by making paper copies of proposals available to reviewers upon request, permitting submission of reviews via e-mail (rather than Fastlane), and directing PIs to the Fastlane help desk whenever necessary.
2. "The Program Officer might consider discussing with the panel plans for exercising that discretion and thereby soliciting panel members’ views as to whether any particular priorities are warranted in that proposal round."
AGREE.  While an element of discretion on the part of the Program Officer is necessary for the efficient operation of the Program, additional guidance over the exercise of this discretion from the panel remains useful.  The Program has recently instituted a "plus/minus" system, in addition to the current "Must Fund"/"Should Fund"/"Could Fund"/"Do Not Fund" rankings; this system provides a finer-grained evaluation of proposals, and in so doing provides additional information to the Program Officer regarding the relative evaluations of the various proposals in each category.  In addition, the Program Officer will continue to close the panel's deliberations with a general discussion about the Program's priorities and a summary review of the proposals under consideration.
3. "The COV thinks that more systematic and complete data on the funding priorities established during the review process is required… If only a quarter or less of  "could fund" proposals receive funding, then we might expect to see a high proportion of these research projects reappearing in the queue in subsequent years. Counts of the proposals placed in this and other categories by the panels in the course of their deliberations would have facilitated our assessment of the process and made it easier for the COV to form a judgment regarding the adequacy of the Program’s overall funding."
AGREE.  Summary data for future COVs should, and will necessarily, be of higher quality than that available currently.  The increased digitization of the proposal and review process makes the assembly and analysis of data such as this easier, and the move towards paperless record keeping within the Program enhances this process.  The Program will ensure that such data are available for future COVs.

4. "…we applaud the recent move in the direction of increased duration… The COV encourages the Program Officer to see, if it is possible, whether budget constraints or limitations may lead to “under-funding” of proposals by shortening their duration and perhaps thereby inappropriately diminishing the scope or scale of projects."
PARTIALLY AGREE.  It is certainly the case that the limited budgets and small-to-nonexistent real budget growth in the LSS program over the past several years have yielded both fewer and concomitantly shorter research awards.  At the same time, award durations within LSS do not necessarily correspond in any clear way to project scope.  Program Officers, for example, often encourage PIs to lengthen the durations of their projects without expanding the budget; at the same time, the relative ease with which one- and two-year no-cost extensions are awarded means that PIs regularly undertake projects for longer periods than the initial award duration would suggest.  The Program will continue to monitor the duration of awards, both to see whether or not the current trend continues as well as to assess the possibility and extent of "under-funding" that the COV suggests.

5. "Although scholars should be attentive to the broader impacts of their work, this is not, in general, their forte. We should remember that "impact" requires not just the attention and effort of the researcher but the receptiveness of those who might be affected, which suggests that our ambitions in this respect should be realistic and tempered by modesty.  In contrast to the modesty we advocate in assessments of broader impacts, however, we urge reviewers (and indeed proposers) to be bold in their thinking about the intellectual impacts of proposals and NSF-funded work…Keeping in mind that NSF's core mission is basic research, reviewers and PIs should think about social processes broadly and look for connections between work in one substantive area and comparable work in other substantive areas that will foster cumulative, scientific progress."
AGREE.  Encouraging PIs and reviewers to consider both intellectual merit and broader impact is a key role played by the program officer.  In his outreach presentations and other interactions with the research community, the Program Officer will continue to stress both the broadly interdisciplinary nature of the LSS Program and the imperative for researchers to think seriously about the impacts of their work.  Intellectual connections of the kind the COV points to are themselves broader impacts as is the training of graduate students and others that might occur as a consequence of an award.  The synthesis of these two messages points up the recommendation of the COV: That PIs take a wide perspective on the potential benefits -- both intellectual and societal -- of the work they undertake.
6. "… we urge that the Program Officer consider modifying current procedures so that the number of reviewers (beyond the required three) varied with the requested amount of funding…"
6a. "…we would urge some movement in the direction of varying the number of reviews with the size of the requested award…Proposals requesting larger sums merit extra reviewer attention, we would argue, on the grounds that they pose special opportunity costs in other research foregone. Ideally, proposals requesting the largest award amounts should have the highest number of outside reviewers, i.e., three or four."
PARTIALLY AGREE.  The Program's current external review process seeks six to eight external reviews on each proposal, and yields a relatively low number of instances (around four percent of all LSS proposals during 2001-2003) in which only one external reviewer responds with a review.  The LSS Program is constantly seeking ways to optimize its decision making process; this is particularly true vis-à-vis large proposals which, as the COV noted, present special challenges in terms of opportunity costs.  All else equal, greater numbers of reviews provide broader and more thorough perspectives on a proposal's potential merit; the intuition of seeking larger numbers of reviews on larger proposals is thus a sound one.  At the same time, several factors work to mitigate this dynamic as well.  First, the largest proposals aren't always the ones for which the greatest amount of information is needed.  Additionally, the relationship between the number of reviews sought and those received is imperfect at best; the experienced, senior scholars likely to provide the best reviews in such cases are increasingly overburdened with other responsibilities, and regularly decline to undertake reviews when asked.  There is also an element of chance: review response rates hover around 50 percent (for the 2001-2003 period, LSS's ad hoc reviewer response rate was 55 percent).  The result is that, even with relatively large number of review requests, a few proposals will inevitably yield small numbers of external reviews.  The Program will continue the practice of sending "reminder" e-mails to reviewers, and will seek out other ways of increasing reviewer response rates without decreasing the quality and thoroughness of the reviews.
6b. "…we recommend that each proposal have ratings and/or comments from at least two outside reviewers at the time of panel evaluation."
AGREE.  A central goal of the Program Officer in seeking ad hoc reviews is to obtain a sufficient number of them, in order that an informed decision can be made.  Currently, the Program Officer sends out reminder e-mails approximately four weeks after the initial review request; reviewers often respond to these e-mails with reviews.  In addition, approximately one week before the panel, the Program Officer surveys the proposals to be considered; those reviewers assigned to any that have received fewer than two reviews are sent an additional reminder.  The result of this process, as noted above, is to reduce (but not eliminate) the volume of proposals for which fewer than two reviews are received.  The Program will continue this practice, and will also seek to expand the pool of reviewers in order to reduce reviewer "fatigue" and increase response rates.
6c. "We note that the previous COV recommended additional support staff to assist in data collection and entry with respect to this and other tasks of the Program Officer. We also endorse this recommendation."
AGREE.  Additional support staff, particularly in the form of a science assistant to track and compile data on program/cluster activities, would be especially welcome. But this is contingent on the availability of slots for new hires.

7. "The COV recommends major changes in how the Program processes dissertation research."
7a. "We imagine two possible scenarios: 1) Each dissertation proposal would be reviewed by three panelists."
DISAGREE.  As the COV notes, the advantages of this approach would be to eliminate the burden of dissertation reviewing on ad hoc reviewers, who could then be used for review of regular proposals.  The corresponding disadvantage would be the extra work for panelists and the lack of feedback from ad hoc reviewers.  The first of these two is especially concerning.  Currently, the seven LSS panelists review 20-25 proposals per round, and that number has been increasing as the number of submissions has risen.  This workload, while not (yet) punitively onerous, represents a substantial commitment of time and intellectual energy on the part of panelists.  Any increase in this burden, in addition to its negative effects on panelist morale and review quality, could have the pernicious effect of making the recruitment of high-quality panelists more difficult.
7b. "2) Each dissertation proposal would be reviewed by one outside reviewer and two panel members."
AGREE.  During the period reviewed by the COV, dissertation proposals in LSS were assigned the full complement of six ad hoc reviews.  Upon assuming management of the Program, the current Program Officer began experimenting with decreasing the number of external reviewers assigned to dissertation proposals (from six to four, and then to three).  Given typical ad hoc response rates of around 50 percent, the assignment of three or four external reviewers to each dissertation will, in the majority of cases, be sufficient to ensure that at least one ad hoc review is actually received.  Accordingly, the current Program Officer has instituted a policy of reducing the numbers of ad hoc reviewers assigned to LSS dissertation proposals from six to three (or, in some cases, four).  The result has been a corresponding increase in the availability of external reviewers for regular proposals, with (at this writing) no apparent degradation in the overall quality of the reviews received. Note that this approach does not preclude the possibility that a dissertation proposal will receive as many as five of six reviews in total; and, indeed, this has happened on a number of occasions during FY2004.  The Program will continue this practice, and monitor its results with an eye to ensuring that the quality of reviews received remains high.

8. "Although the number of women increased each year, additional improvement is warranted, and the Program Officer should take steps to augment the number of women from whom reviews are requested."
AGREE.  Promoting gender diversity in the study of law and social science is among the primary goals of the LSS Program.  And, in fact, during the 2001-2003 period, fully 29.8 percent of LSS reviewers were female, a number greater than in Economics (13 percent), Political Science (15.6 percent), Ethics and Values Studies (28.2 percent), or indeed any other SES program except Sociology (33.9 percent).   The current Program Officer has been especially active in outreach to women -- particularly younger scholars in the fields of psychology, anthropology, and criminology -- through his activities at various universities, institutes, and professional meetings.   Nonetheless, there remain significant barriers to be overcome; women represent minorities of active scholars in these fields, and often face a wider range of competing demands than their male counterparts.  (Note that this latter fact suggests that, as a group, female reviewers will be more likely to decline a review request than are males; the availability of a science assistant to collect data on such questions would go a long way to assessing whether that is, in fact, the case).  The Program will continue actively to recruit female members of the LSS research community to serve as external reviewers.

9. "There are no statistics available for the number of reviewers from underrepresented groups.  We note, however, their underrepresentation among PIs. This should be addressed by, among other strategies, utilizing the minority databases of major professional organizations to recruit additional reviewers."
AGREE.  As is the case with gender diversity, individuals from diverse racial and ethnic backgrounds offer important alternative perspectives on the law and legal issues and phenomena.  The LSS Program Officer actively encourages submissions by scholars from underrepresented groups, and works to integrate data on such scholars into the LSS reviewer database.  The Program will undertake the strategy suggested by the COV to include those individuals to the reviewer lists, and will redouble outreach efforts to potential PIs from such groups.

10. "The COV, however, believes that the Program should encourage the submission of more RUIs and REUs to bolster its educational mission."
AGREE.  Both REUs and RUIs have become an integral component of LSS's efforts to build capacity in the field of law and social science.  PIs receiving such awards are at the forefront of creating the next generation of scholars, and their efforts deserve strong support from the Program and the Foundation in general.  These types of awards figure prominently in the current program officer's outreach presentations, particularly those undertaken at professional meetings, where potential PIs from largely-undergraduate institutions are most likely to be in attendance.  The Program will continue to fund such awards as appropriate, and will work in other ways to make PIs aware of those opportunities.

11. "…we believe that the Program should be encouraging innovative designs and projects that challenge conventional wisdom.  At the present, we believe that although the normal review process does not preclude funding of these projects, it also makes no special effort to single them out."
AGREE.  The COV recognizes that there is at least some tension between an emphasis on creativity and risk and one more focused on incremental progress.  In recent years the LSS panel itself has grappled with these issues explicitly, and has recognized the need for the LSS portfolio to maintain a balance of high-risk and "normal-science" projects.  The current LSS Program Officer, in a break with past norms, has been more active in encouraging PIs to consider submitting Small Grants for Exploratory Research (SGERs), particularly in areas in which "pilot" work offers the promise of insight into the feasibility and likely benefits of an otherwise-risky proposal, and the Program will continue to do so in the coming years.

12. "…the COV is concerned about the continuing under-representation of minority submissions and awards…The COV urges continued vigorous outreach efforts by the Program to these communities of scholars. Aggressive Program outreach could take the form of special workshops designed to smooth the transition from the minority training programs that NSF has sponsored in the past to more active participation of racial and ethnic minorities in the core process of proposal submission and review (and of course carrying out funded research)."
AGREE.  As noted above, goals related to racial and ethnic diversity are among the principal ones of the LSS program.  Current activity in this realm takes on a number of forms, including a number of minority-related activities undertaken under the rubric of the National Consortium on Violence Research (NCOVR).  In addition, the current LSS program officer is currently in active discussions with those from Political Science and Sociology about programs for "bridging" the gap between graduate-focused efforts (such as Political Science's Ralph Bunche Institute and Sociology's NIMH minority fellowships) and those which focus on developing junior faculty's research and grant-writing skills.

13. "The COV recommends that whenever time permits, the Program Officer should solicit ad hoc or panelist reviews of the (SGER) proposals.  It also recommends that any proposals that are funded without peer review be discussed at the next session of the Program’s review panel."
DISAGREE.  The Grant Program Guide specifies that SGERs "will be subject to internal NSF merit review only."  Moreover, NSF norms suggest that ad hoc reviewers be given sufficient time to complete reviews -- typically four weeks -- and that fact would, in any event, prevent external review of many SGER awards due to the often pressing nature of the phenomena under study.  It is also unclear that panel review of SGER awards that have already been made is either valuable to the program of a useful expenditure of scare panel time and effort.  In such circumstances, when an internal review has been conducted and the award has already been made, the nature of the panel's discussion will necessarily amount to an endorsement of the Program Officer's action or a critique of it; in either case, the constructive value of that review would seem to be minimal.  However, a list of such awards and their abstracts shall be given to panel to give them a fuller idea of the balance of funded proposals.

14. "Given the Program’s long history of supporting qualitative research, we would urge that the Program Officer remain attentive to the needs of this constituency of the research community and continue to encourage such submissions."
AGREE.  The catholicism with which the LSS program has historically viewed questions of methodology is both a major contributing factor to the Program's importance and a key indicator of its interdisciplinary nature.  The Program will continue to engage in focused outreach activities toward communities with primarily qualitative approaches to sociolegal questions.  These include groups of sociologists, cultural anthropologists, political scientists, and legal academics, all of which regularly conduct reviews for, submit proposals to, and are funded by the LSS Program.  In particular, the Program Officer conducts key outreach activities at the Law and Society Association meeting, and at various other professional meetings, with the goal of placing qualitative researchers on notice that their work is both eligible and sought-after for funding consideration by LSS.  In addition, in recent years the Program has been particularly active in funding dissertation awards of a qualitative nature; one goal of this effort is to build a base of active young qualitative researchers who feel they have a "home" in the LSS Program.
15. "The COV concludes that it is important to build on NCOVR’s initial efforts and to redirect the energies of this now-expanded community and its pool of resources to basic scientific research on violence… there is merit in making more permeable the disciplinary and institutional boundaries that divide violence research from other LSS research, both with the aim of looking closely at the overall pool of proposals for research on violence and enlarging the mission of the violence research community… we urge a collective and relatively public assessment of achievements and a consideration of how these achievements create a foundation for future research. Such a reassessment might profitably be organized, for instance, as an advisory conference that would consider both a research agenda and how best to fit the activities and projects of the “violence research community” into the LSS portfolio. The COV believed that some earmarking of funds for violence research or an ongoing series of conferences might be appropriate, particularly to set a new agenda for violence research. We would not be supportive of the establishment of a new center to replace NCOVR."
AGREE.  Over the past decade, the LSS Program's investment in violence research has been substantial, and the fruits of those investments even more so.  With the phase-down of NCOVR underway, consideration of how best to preserve and extend the advances made there, while at the same time broadening the range of individuals and constituencies involved in that work, is of central concern to the Program.  In concert with the SES Division Director, the Program will convene a conference, tentatively scheduled for fall of 2004, bringing together prominent scholars from a wide range of disciplines, all of whom share an interest in some aspect of interpersonal violence.  In addition to individuals associated with NCOVR and the criminology community more broadly, this conference will draw individuals from psychology, political science, anthropology, public health, medicine, sociology, and a host of other fields to survey the landscape of research into interpersonal violence and map an agenda for future work.

16a. "…the COV worries that the present practice of sending all proposals, with the exception of SGER proposals, to ad hoc reviewers is a time-consuming and perhaps unnecessary use of administrative resources… the COV strongly suggests that consideration be given to revising the review process of these proposals so that it relies more heavily on panel reviewers."
PARTIALLY AGREE.  These concerns raised by the COV echo those above (items 6 and 7).  As noted there, while a movement toward decreasing the number of reviewers used on dissertation proposals has already been implemented (and appears to be largely successful at achieving its intended goals), additional reliance on already-overburdened panelists runs a serious risk of counterproductivity.

16b. "To the extent that additional funding for staff would assist the Program Officer accomplish these goals, we endorse an attempt to allocate such funds."
AGREE.  Additional staffing resources, particularly relating to data collection and management in the areas of proposals and reviewers, would work significantly to lighten the burdens on the program officer, thus increasing the quality of his or her deliberations and analyses, making more extensive outreach activity possible, and easing biannual transitions between program officers.

17. "Despite the helpfulness of the Program Officer, at several points during its deliberations, the COV found its efforts frustrated by the absence of relevant information, disorganization of information, and more simply the lack of a spreadsheet (organized by proposal) with the appropriate data.  While review of the jackets and some of the summary statistics used by the COV were helpful and would continue to be helpful, the COV feels a spreadsheet with decisions, rankings, number of reviewers, received reviews, discipline, institution, etc., would facilitate the search for information needed to address the "Core Questions" and necessary for the timely completion of the COV’s report."
AGREE.  The Program Officer is aware of the challenges faces by COV members, who must locate, analyze, synthesize, and summarize large amounts of information in a very short period of time and under difficult time pressures.  The Foundation's move toward electronic submission and record keeping will undoubtedly ease some of these pressures, as will the current program officer's movement away from paper-based records toward electronic ones.  The Program will seek to respond to the COV's specific recommendation for a spreadsheet or database containing summary information on the proposals to be reviewed in the next COV, but it is limited by the NSF information system.  Hence the COV request for information will be passed on to those who organize information systems and the COV review process at NSF.

18. "The COV also discussed whether the current policy of a "rotating" Program Officer drawn from one of the Program’s constituent research communities is appropriate.  It also considered the wisdom of the recent "trend," if that is what it is, in which four of the last five Program Officers have been drawn from a single discipline (e.g., political science)…We were favorably impressed by the current Program Officer.  Nonetheless, the diverse character of the Program’s constituency suggests that every effort should be made to solicit applications from candidates from a variety of disciplines and — insofar as this is possible given the pool of qualified applicants — to select an individual from some other discipline when the position of Program Officer next becomes vacant."
PARTIALLY AGREE.  The need to replace the LSS program officer on a biannual basis poses special challenges to the program.  But along with the COV’s we feel that, on balance, "the regular "renewal" of leadership brings fresh perspectives and new energy to the Program," which can “outweigh the start-up costs of learning the job, developing an understanding of the LSS research program, and forming crucial ties with the entire constituency."  We also agree that there is merit in choosing Program Officers so that over time a variety of fields have been represented. Aggressive efforts to solicit applications from individuals representing a range of fields are thus both necessary and valuable to the program and will be undertaken.   However, in selecting the LSS Program Officer, the crucial factors have and must continue to be the quality and vision of the candidate; ex ante disciplinary restrictions on the pool of potential candidates work against these criteria.  Moreover, the COV has not identified nor do we see in the data any reason for concern that the Program's diversity has been adversely impacted  by the recent succession of Program Officers.

19. "We would urge further collaboration among the disciplines, noting that some (e.g., political science) rarely co-review or co-sponsor proposals."
AGREE.  Given the interdisciplinary nature of the LSS program, it is no surprise that co-reviewed proposals make up a disproportionate number of those considered by the Program.  Both the current and the immediately preceding LSS program officers have been active in seeking out such cross-program synergies, as well as engaging in other forms of explicitly interdisciplinary activity (e.g., the current program officer's position on the management team of the Foundation-wide Human and Social Dynamics competition).  In addition, the program officer frequently conducts outreach trips to overtly interdisciplinary institutions (e.g., the Institute for Law and Society at New York University).  The Program will more aggressively seek co-review of proposals whenever it is appropriate to do so.

20. "We noted that in the declined proposals in the perception and cognition and jury study sub-areas of psychology and law, reviewers raise concerns about the overall research program… While these proposed studies were generally well designed, they did not seem to promise much return on the investment. Given the development of the fields, they seemed unlikely to yield much theory-building or methodological innovation… In those areas where some of the main findings have already been thoroughly established, perhaps potential innovation rather than excellence in project design should govern the ultimate decision to fund. The Program Officer should find a way to communicate this subtle shift in criteria to the central figures in the field so as to discourage new proposals of the "next iteration" type."
PARTIALLY AGREE.  Both the COV and members of recent panels have raised this issue, which is one both of Program focus as well as raising larger questions of epistemology and philosophy of science.  On the one hand, the concern is a real one: on balance, the value-added to these proposals has declined even as their average size and scope has increased, raising worries on the part of some panelists about the opportunity costs associated with funding such work.  On the other hand, these researchers represent an important constituency for LSS, and their contributions to our understanding of the operation and influence of the law have been substantial.  The Program would be intellectually poorer without their role in it, and efforts along the lines of those suggested by the COV must be undertaken with care, so as to avoid discouraging proposals from that community.  Moreover, the current Program Officer's experiences with this community suggest that a number of creative and promising new lines of research are currently arising there, suggesting that a more productive strategy might be subtly to encourage proposals from those individuals, rather than engaging in discouragement -- however subtle -- of the sort contemplated by the COV.  Ultimately, the most meaningful message is sent by what is and is not funded.  Care will be taken to identify exciting and innovative work in this area and not to fund work that merely rings changes on what is already known.  When the occasion arises the Program Officer will let people know of the kind of creative work in this area that the program seeks to fund.
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1. Our most important recommendation is that the Program be recognized and rewarded for its success with the EITM initiative. In our view this is not only innovative in the best sense but it has the potential to affect on-going research, graduate training, and the future of the profession. We urge NSF to provide a permanent increase in the Political Science budget earmarked specifically to fund research and training related to and building on the EITM model, and we further urge the Foundation to ensure that political scientists are integrated into other EITM-related activities in the Foundation.  

PARTIALLY AGREE:  The Political Science Program’s EITM Initiative has been innovative and successful.  However, in this budget climate it is impossible to promise an increment to the Program’s base for this purpose.  Rather the Program must continue to balance support for EITM research and training against other Program priorities.  With sufficient budget increases, SES, might hold a competition for special funding increments.  Support for EITM might compete well in such a competition.  

2. Non-dissertation fellowship money (like that in EITM) is needed to allow students extra time to take methodological and formal theoretical course work at their home universities, post-general exams. NSF must take a stand on finding the resources to allow students to gain the needed advanced training in more than one area and more than one methodology. In a truly integrated profession, more skills are needed; these are costly.  

AGREE.  The Political Science Program wants to continue the EITM Fellowship activity contingent upon the availability of funds and its judgment of relative priorities.  As the materials provided to the COV by the Political Science Program indicated, the first (and only year) of the EITM Fellowship competition resulted in six fellowships.  

3. NSF-Political Science should consider sponsoring a workshop, joint with other SBE programs, to think about experimental laboratory infrastructure needs in the next decade. Shared infrastructure relating to experimental work may be an important initiative for the Foundation to explore.
      PARTIALLY AGREE.  New workshops generally lead to advice for the expenditure of funds to support innovative activities.  The Political Science Program will do all that it can in order to support new activities.  Absent some prospect of funding of a scale needed for experimental laboratory infrastructure, a workshop on this area is not an immediate program priority because we do not want to raise expectations we cannot follow through on.  Earlier workshops undertaken on infrastructure, American Electoral Behavior, and EITM have provided  excellent advice for the Program Officers and guided them in conducting program business.

4. Reduce the tradeoffs between the number, duration, and size of grants—it is getting to the point where grants of under $100 K have reduced impact on scientific progress. Average grant sizes are now below this level.  This is largely a matter of increasing core program budgets at NSF which have not kept up with the true cost of research in the SBE disciplines over the past twenty years.  
AGREE.  In order to make larger awards of longer duration the Political Science Program will have to make fewer awards.  As the COV noted, Program Officers have often significantly reduced budget requests and shortened the length of time requested by Principal Investigators.  In the future, the Program will be judicious in cutting budgets.  

5. Continue and expand support for infrastructure in NSF awards, whether through a formal infrastructure program or through attention to supporting projects that will produce shared and widely disseminated research tools, datasets, or platforms, especially through decentralized web access. Creating a culture of shared use of common data resources is an important long-term goal for the profession. It fosters wider collaborations and enhances the chances for scientific replication.

AGREE.  The Political Science Program is committed to enhancing infrastructure in the discipline.   The EITM and infrastructure workshops have resulted in a significant commitment of resources.  The Program encourages political scientists to compete in Foundation wide infrastructure competitions and political scientists have received IGERT awards, ITR awards, and Digital Government awards.   

6. The American National Election Study (ANES) constitutes a long-running time series, the core of which is a significant data series on which to track changes in the American electorate.  Maintaining this series is important.  However, in light of the growing expense of face-to-face interviews, research on alternative methodologies for maintaining reliability while transitioning to less expensive modes is also important.  

AGREE.  The American Electoral Behavior competition will call for innovative research designs and methodologies, as well as efficient data acquisition procedures.  Based on extensive advice from our community (summarized in the AEB Workshop transcripts and the AEB Report (February, 2003)), the Program is prepared to issue a call for proposals and will do so if resources are available to support a “gold standard” type study.

7. Experimental methods are a growing part of the political scientist’s tool kit.  On-line experimentation (Time-Sharing Experiments in the Social Sciences, or TESS) is a significant infrastructure development of recent years.  Investment in experimental laboratories is something on which the program may wish to be more pro-active, possibly in cooperation with other programs in the division.

AGREE.  The Political Science Program will continue to invest in experimental laboratories and will seek out opportunities to promote further experimental work contingent upon available funds and an evaluation of competing priorities.

8. The individual reviews and the panel summaries provide sufficient information for the principal investigator(s) to understand the basis for the Program’s recommendation. Most PIs are provided with constructive criticism of the proposed research.  More generally, the documentation of the review process leading up to the Program’s recommendation is very complete. We reviewed a large sample of jackets, both successes and declinations, and were favorably impressed with the detailed documentation of the review process. When disagreement between the ad hoc and panel reviews is evident, the documentation provides a clear rationale for the resulting funding recommendation.

 Recommendation: Continue to seek out high quality reviews as has been done in the    

 past.

     AGREE.  The Political Science Program will continue to make every effort to get high 

     quality reviews.

9. Although we believe that the current review process gives ample consideration to both scientific merit and broader social impacts, Political Science ‘ad hoc’ reviewers could do somewhat more to separate their discussion of these closely related but potentially separable evaluation criteria.  As the Program Officers begin to experiment with the use of more personalized cover letters to reviewers, they may want to use this new opportunity to reinforce the message to the reviewer community of the need to address both of the review criteria separately. In general, however, we believe that the Program has adequately addressed the two review criteria.

AGREE.  The Political Science Program will continue to require that reviewers address both scientific merit and broader social value when evaluating proposals.   Consideration will be given to changes in the standard letter that further promote this.

10. The use of a “virtual panel” for dissertation proposals to reduce demands on the program panel, and to bring a comparative evaluative dimension to the review process, was an excellent development.  The move to a permanent separate panel for this purpose makes sense and we applaud it.  The Program Officers should continue their innovative experiments to induce an increase in the reviewer response rate (personalized request letters and “tickler systems” for example).  They are also encouraged to explore further the effects of “fast lane” effects on response rate.  We urge the Program Officers to continue to pay attention to racial and gender diversity of the panels; we note that 5 of 19 panelists in recent years have been female and two have been members of under-represented racial groups. This level of representation reflects significant effort on the part of the Program Officers; we urge them to continue with these efforts.

AGREE.  The Political Science Program will continue to constitute a separate Advisory Panel for dissertations and will continue to experiment with ways to increase reviewer response rates.  In addition, the Political Science Program will continue to pay attention to racial and gender diversity when selecting Advisory Panelists and reviewers.  

11. NSF needs to insure that new funding initiatives are supported by appropriate increases in staff so that existing Program Officers are able to continue devoting the time and energy necessary to maintain high quality core programs. The current Program Officers should be commended for their work.

AGREE.  The Political Science Program will make clear its preference that the Social and Political Sciences Cluster acquires a Science Assistant.  This person would be invaluable in undertaking special analytic papers of various types for the programs in the cluster.  
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Recommendation.  We recommend that the Program continue to monitor the percentage of reviewers who return their reviews in order to evaluate whether the decline in the return rate is indeed a trend. If it is a trend, Program Officers will want to find appropriate mechanisms to increase the rate of return. This could include prompting reviewers more frequently to increase the return rate for reviews.

Agree.  The Program will monitor the percentage of reviewers who return their reviews to see if the decline in reviewer response is a trend.  The Program had an average response rate of 52  percent for the three years covered by the COV (53%in 2001, 54%in 2002, 48 % 2003).  Figures to date for FY04 (October 2003- May 2004) show that the response rate has increased slightly over the FY03 rate to 50 percent.  The Program will continue to prompt reviewers via a FASTLANE reminder letter three weeks after the initial reviewer request.
Recommendation.  We recommend that the race/ethnic identification of the reviewers be produced in the future. This will allow a greater ability to evaluate whether reviewers are coming from appropriately diverse pools. 

Partially Agree.  While the identification of reviewers' race and ethnicity would allow better monitoring of the diversity of the Program's reviewer pool, as a Federal agency NSF cannot require reviewers to provide race/ethnicity data. The Program will continue to work with the American Sociological Association and other racial/ethnic professional sociological organizations to ensure that African American, Hispanic, Native American, and Asian scholars are continually added to the Program's reviewer database and solicited as reviewers. 
Recommendation. The Sociology Program should seek an appropriate mechanism for reducing the amount of staff time and Program resources devoted to the review of Dissertation grant proposals. The Sociology Program also should find an appropriate mechanism to systematically track the subsequent NSF applications and funding records as well as the research productivity of Dissertation Grantees.

Partially Agree.  The Program moved the review of dissertation proposals from a virtual

dissertation committee to an on-site dissertation advisory panel in Fall 2002. The

Sociology Dissertation Advisory panel consists of 10-12 sociologists who are directors

of graduate programs at their institutions or have a significant record of training

graduate students. The panel distills the three written evaluations members have

prepared and through their discussions at the meeting reach funding recommendations

for each proposal. This has reduced the workload on the Program Officers somewhat 

because now they do not have to read all the proposals, assess the three written

 reviews, and arrive at a funding recommendation. The Program will use  Division staff

 to help the Program complete a study to track research productivity of the recipients of

 dissertation awards relative to that of doctoral candidates who do not receive NSF

 support.

Recommendation. The Sociology Program should continue to use the SGER grant mechanism to support high-risk research with the potential for addressing important national problems.

Agree.  The Small Grant for Exploratory Research is an excellent mechanism for providing support for projects on emerging issues and the Program will continue to use it in this manner. It was used to support a number of projects that required immediate fieldwork after 9/11 and is currently being used to support a project that will poll the public after the recent terrorist attack in Spain.
Recommendation.  We recommend continued monitoring of the gender differential in size of grant award and further discussion of this issue at the next COV review.  

Agree.  The Program will continue to monitor gender differentials in the size of awards and discuss the issue in the next COV review. A quick review of requested project budgets suggests that a major reason for the smaller award size for female investigators is that they tend to request smaller, shorter-term projects than males.  The Program Officers in communicating with prospective PIs will make clear to women as well as men that the Program welcomes proposals for larger, longer duration awards. . 
Recommendation.  We recommend that the Program work with the Foundation to use any and all reasonable means so that over time the GSS is absorbing 10% or less of the Sociology Program’s budget instead of 20%.  

Comment.  The Program supports the General Social Survey (GSS) at the level of $1 million per fiscal year.  The cost to maintain NSF's portion of the "core" of the GSS is projected to increase to approximately $2 million annually in the next five-year renewal.  It is unclear the extent to which the Program will be able to support the GSS for its next renewal.  The Division currently has a committee exploring ways to ensure the continuation and maintenance of the three major survey projects (American National Election Survey, GSS, and Panel Study of Income Dynamics).  Funding options will be more fully explored when the GSS submits it renewal proposal in FY05.
Recommendation. We recommend that the program announcement be revised to explicitly invite proposals to advance various sociological methodologies.  

Agree.  The Sociology Program will change its website, adapting language suggested by the COV, to indicate that the Program accepts proposals that advance all sociological methodologies.

 Recommendation.  We recommend that the Sociology Program contribute to the funding of several of these large projects as a vehicle for ensuring that some program funds are being devoted to these most significant endeavors. 

Agree.  The Program currently supports large-scale ongoing and new cross-sectional surveys and will continue to do so.  In part, the Program does this by contributing to large data collection and analysis projects in collaboration with other Federal Agencies and private foundations. For example, the Program contributed $340K in FY 2001 to the Fragile Families Survey mentioned in the report as an example of the type of large projects it should support. It also provided an additional $300k during this same period to support the third wave of in-depth interviews in the Qualitative Addition to the Fragile Families Survey.  In fiscal years 02 and 03, the Program provided $521K to the Baltimore Area Study (PI: Karl Alexander, John Hopkins University), another longitudinal study that has been tracking 800 students for 21 years.  The PI was able to secure matching funds from the Grant Foundation.  The Program provided the initial support ($221K) for a major data collection effort, an audit study using an experimental design, that investigates the impact of incarceration upon employment prospects in New York (PIs. Bruce Western, Princeton; Devah Pager, Northwestern).   The study is a follow up to one completed in Milwaukee, and the PIs were able to secure additional significant funding from NIH. 

Recommendation.  We recommend that the Sociology program continue to sponsor such activities as a vehicle for promoting quality research, both disciplinary and interdisciplinary, and encouraging networking around these most vital topics.  We recommend that Program Officers continue to devote significant time to this area of the program portfolio. 

Agree. As noted by the COV, the Program has developed and sponsored a number of workshops and will continue to do so contingent upon available financial and human resources.

Recommendation.  We also recommend that the Sociology Program develop new initiatives within the Cluster and Division that will address cutting edge developments in the field, and in related fields, and seek to obtain new funding for these activities.  

Agree.  The Program will continue to hold workshops and develop ideas for possible initiatives and submit these for consideration for inclusion in Foundation budget requests and NSF initiatives.
Recommendation.  In addition, we recommend that the Sociology Program continue to devote sufficient time and effort to assuring that the Program is well positioned for new NSF wide initiatives.

Agree.  The Program will continue to devote time to participating in NSF initiatives.  This includes submitting language for inclusion in program announcements that captures relevant work in the discipline and immediately disseminating information about new funding opportunities to the research community.  Currently, Program Officers are managing parts of the Human and Social Dynamics and Information Technology Research priority areas.
Recommendation: [W]e strongly urge NSF to allocate more funds to the core of the Sociology Program.

 COMMENT.  The Sociology Program is in the same budgetary situation as all other programs in the Social, Behavioral, and Economic Sciences Directorate, and if funds become available for increases in base budget, Sociology would expect to receive an increase.  It is supporting exciting research and, as you have pointed out, most of its funded project budgets are reduced. These make a strong case for an infusion of new funding.  However, current new funds received by the directorate are earmarked to support special priority areas and the Program .has no control over this.

Recommendation.  [T]he Sociology Program, the Cluster Administrator as well as the Division Administration, should explore mechanisms that would serve to extend the average tenure of Sociology Program Rotators.

Agree.  The Sociology Program will endeavor to recruit rotators who will commit to serving for a minimum of two years.  


Recommendation:   [T]he needs of additional staffing for the Sociology Program and the Cluster should be given the highest priority by NSF.

Partially Agree.   The Social and Political Science Cluster can benefit from additional staffing.  However, the allocation of additional staff must take account of needs in all areas of the Division so no commitment to giving the Sociology and Political Science Cluster the highest priority for staffing can be made in response to this recommendation.
Recommendation.  The budget allocated to travel related expenses for Sociology Program Officers should be supplemented to facilitate the appropriate level of outreach activities.

Agree.    This is a Division (and Directorate-wide) concern.  Recently in response to this concern standard travel allocations to non-IPA Program Officers has been increased within SES from $2500 to $3500 with the possibility of an increase to $4,000.  In addition, application can be made for additional travel funds in the case of necessary but especially expensive travel.

 
Recommendation.  We recommend that regular planning sessions for Program Officers and Division Directors be initiated that will be devoted to developing new initiatives and funding strategies for the division.  

Agree. Meetings will be held with Program Officers and the Division Director that will focus on developing initiatives and funding strategies for the Division.
Recommendation.  For future COVs, we recommend that the financial data for the Sociology Program, associated clusters and the division be presented in a more transparent form, and, especially, that a budget narrative be attached to facilitate COV interpretation of the figures that are provided.

Agree.  The Division will provide a narrative to explain budget figures that are pulled from the Foundation’s Executive Information System (EIS).  The Sociology Program will provide budget information in its program report and reconcile differences with EIS information presented.
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