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Welcome and thank you for standing by. At this time, all parties are on a listen-only mode for the duration of today's conference. This call is being recorded. If you do have an objections, please connect at this time. I'm now going to turn today's call over to Dr. Whitley and we may begin.

Good afternoon. This is Chinonye Nnakwe Whitley. I'm a program officer with the NSF Established Program to Stimulate Competitive Research. We are getting ready to get started in a few minutes. Just want to give some folks a little bit more time to log on or to join via the URL audio link or through closed captions ... this webinar is being recorded potentially for training purposes and afterwards, we will provide the slides to the webinar as well as the transcript of this webinar on the EPSCoR website.
Okay, we are going to get started with this webinar and again, good afternoon. This is Chinonye Nnakwe Whitley or Chi-Chi, and I am an EPSCoR Program Officer at the National Science Foundation. This webinar will cover the most recent solicitation for the research infrastructure improvement track four EPSCoR Research Fellows mechanism. Please note today's date of February 27th, 2020. Any information discussed in this webinar is current as of this date. Please use the information on the screen to hear the webinar or use closed caption remarks. At this time, your microphone should be muted, and I ask that it remain muted for the duration of the webinar. If you have questions, please send them through the WebEx chat window, and I will reply to them during the Q and A session at the end of this webinar. The primary goal for today's webinar is to inform the community about the recently released EPSCoR fellow solicitation. The most recently solicitation, NSF 20-543, was released on February 14, 2020. You can find this solicitation using the web address below, and please note that slides from this webinar and a transcript will be posted to the NSF EPSCoR website. Please also note that while this webinar will discuss many aspects of the solicitation, you are responsible for reading the solicitation in its entirety, and this webinar is not a substitute for reading the solicitation. During this webinar, I will provide an overview of the NSF EPSCoR program, the EPSCoR research fellows mechanism, an overview of successful proposal contents and requirements, as well as the merit review criteria by which proposals will be evaluated. This webinar will also provide information on what's new in the NSF 20-543 solicitation and address frequently asked questions. After providing this information, I will address your questions during a Q and A session. Please remember to provide your questions via the WebEx chat window and they will be read aloud and answered. 

The NSF EPSCoR Program is a congressionally mandated program. It originated in 1978 with the intention to build research capacity and advance the capability of eligible jurisdictions to conduct competitive research. The term EPSCoR jurisdictions refers to states, commonwealths and U.S. territories that receive less than or equal to 0.75 percent of NSF research support. This eligibility is updated annually and is available via our website using the URL provided in this slide. In fiscal year 2020, there are 28 EPSCoR-eligible jurisdictions, and these are the jurisdictions that are eligible for the EPSCoR track four research fellows mechanism. The EPSCoR program achieves its mission of enhancing research competitiveness by building STEM capacity and capability. This mission is enacted through the following goals and priorities. The program seeks to catalyze research capability across and among jurisdictions, establish STEM professional development pathways, broaden the participation of diverse groups and institutions in STEM fields, effect engagement in STEM at national and global levels and to impact jurisdictional economic development. The EPSCoR Program's investment strategies seek to build capacity across three main areas. In terms of STEM research, our investments are to promote discovery and innovation, to advance the education of a diverse and capable STEM workforce and as a result of these investments, to positively impact the economic development of EPSCoR jurisdictions. The EPSCoR Program makes investments through three research infrastructure improvements or RII mechanisms. Many know the RII track one mechanism which includes jurisdiction-wide awards that amount to $20 million over 5 years. Another mechanism includes the RII track two mechanism that supports research collaboration across multiple EPSCoR jurisdictions, and these awards range from $5 million to $7.5 million over 4 years. The RII track one mechanism supports topics that are driven by the state's science and technology or S&T plan, and the RII track two mechanism supports PI-driven projects that align to a topic that NSF announces. The EPSCoR Program also makes additional investments in individuals or small teams through its co-funding and workshops mechanisms. The RII track four mechanism arose from discussion with the broader EPSCoR community, and during those discussions, the program recognized an opportunity to catalyze the current trajectories of the next generation of research leadership. This opportunity amounted to providing time for these leaders to develop new or expand current research directions and to provide a pathway for strengthening research connections with partners nationwide. The EPSCoR Program envisions that the RII track four mechanism will provide opportunities for non-tenured or early career investigators to further develop their individual research potential through extended collaborative visits to the nation's premier private, governmental or academic research centers. This mechanism will provide fellows the ability to learn new techniques, to benefit from access to state-of-the-art equipment facilities or reagents, to strengthen collaborative partnerships and to shift or extend their research towards transformative directions. This mechanism provides experiences that will benefit and positively impact the recipient's career in years to come. Benefits are also expected to enhance the research capacity of a fellow's home institution and jurisdiction. To be eligible for this mechanism, an applicant must have their primary appointment at an eligible institution. This includes an institution that resides within an EPSCoR RII-eligible jurisdiction, and the institution must be one of higher education or a not-for-profit, non-degree-granting organization. At institutions of higher education, an applicant must hold a non-tenured faculty appointment. This includes pre-tenured, tenure-track positions or a long-term non-tenure-track position. An applicant must be in a non-tenured status by the deadline. If you have been notified that your tenure status will change, you are still eligible if your tenure status will go into effect after the proposal deadline date. If the applicant holds a transitional, fixed-term postdoctoral appointment or a short-term appointment that will last for less than 3 years, that applicant is not eligible for this mechanism. At a non-for-profit, non-degree-granting organization, an applicant must have an early career, career-track appointment and independent research must be a major component of their work duties. Applications for this mechanism may only be submitted by a single PI. Submissions with co-PIs or collaborative proposals are not permitted. In addition, only three proposal submissions per eligible institution is permitted. This mechanism provides support for a research fellow to spend an extended period of time conducting research at an identified host site. Support includes up to 6 months of salary support, travel expenses between the host site and the home institution and up to 6 months of living expenses at the host site. Applicants may propose project timelines that best accommodate their responsibilities and the fellowship. While multiple trips are permitted, the total amount of time and expenses supported by this mechanism may not exceed 6 months. PIs may also request support to bring one training-level researcher along for the fellowship visit. This trainee may be a student or a postdoctoral scholar that is already working in the PI’s research group. For one trainee, PIs may request up to 6 months of support, salary support, which may include benefits and tuition and travel expenses between the host site and home institution as well as living expenses at the host site. Additional support will be allowed for direct costs that are associated with the work to be completed at the host site. This includes up to $10,000 for materials and supplies that may include lab fees, supplies, shipping equipment, publication costs and other expenses. Up to $5,000 for other research-related travel may also be requested. This travel may include travel to national conferences or other locations that are relevant to the project. Funding from this mechanism is not easily transferable. For example, if a PI takes a new position at an institution that is not within an EPSCoR eligible jurisdiction, the fellowship award will be terminated. 
For this opportunity, successful proposals will present exciting, vibrant fellowship ideas that will positively impact and potentially transform a PI’s individual career trajectory. More broadly, it is expected that the fellowship will impact the research field, institution and/or jurisdiction in which the PI resides. All proposals should include the motivation and research context for the research to be conducted, well defined, well-reasoned and organized research objectives that are driven by specific research questions or hypotheses, specific plans for the fellowship period, a discussion on how the benefits gained from the fellowship can be sustained beyond the funding period, a clear description of fellowship goals, metrics for performance and a timetable of activities. Successful proposals explain how or why the award will advance the work. For example, how would the fellowship provide opportunities to the PI that would otherwise be unavailable and what are the parameters for the partnership? Successful proposals also describe how activities could lead to long-lasting impacts for both the PI’s career and the PI’s home institution or jurisdiction. Please note that while applicants may spread a 6-month timeline over 2 years, this is not a 2-year research project. The plan should focus primarily on the fellowship period and on any directly related activities before and after the fellowship. 
Please note the following solicitation-specific requirements. On the cover sheet, a project title must begin with RII track four followed by a concise but informative title in the topic area. The proposal type should be marked as research and not fellowship. The primary place of performance should list the host institution for the fellowship visit. In the project summary, the host site and the name of the primary research collaborator must be listed. At the bottom of this page, indicate the NSF directorate, division and program, if applicable, that most closely aligns with the proposal's research focus. This notation is used only for organizational purposes and is not involved in the merit review of proposals. The project description has a strict 10-page limit and requires separate sections that describe the intellectual merit and broader impacts of the proposal. Regarding the budget request, the proposal duration may be for a time that is up to 24 months and total budget requests may not exceed $300,000. The 2-year duration is intended to provide flexibility in planning fellowship logistics. The requested NSF support should be consistent with the project's scope and activity. Please note that while applicants may spread 6 months of work over 2 years, this is not a 2-year research project. The plan should focus primarily on the fellowship period and on any directly related activity before and after the fellowship. Budget requests may include up to 6 months of salary and fringe benefits to support the PI and one additional trainee-level participant. Up to 6 months of support may be requested per person and not per year. Support may be for academic, calendar or summer months and the budget request for tuition for the trainee may be included if it is appropriate. Please note that no salary may be requested for any host site personnel. Budget requests for travel expenses or the PI and trainee-level researcher are capped at a total of $75,000. This includes up to $20,000 for transportation expenses between the home institution and the host site. Multiple trips between the home and host site are allowed, and up to $50,000 may be requested for living expenses. Up to $5,000 may be requested for additional travel expenses that are for research related travel. Please note that living expenses may not exceed the per diem rate set by the U.S. General Services Administration rate for the host site location. Where feasible, PIs are expected to budget for lodging arrangements in a manner consistent with the extended visit. I encourage you to consult your home institution's travel policy when constructing the budget request for travel expenses.
Regarding letters of support, at least one letter is required for each of the following three categories. One letter should come from an appropriate supervisory administrator from the PIs home institution. This letter should confirm the institution's support of the PI’s plan and particularly verify that the PI will receive release time from other academic duties to complete the project as proposed. This letter should also confirm the PIs employment status and tenure status at the home institution as it pertains to the eligibility for this mechanism. One letter of support should come from the identified primary research collaborator or collaborators at the host site. This letter should confirm the collaborator's understanding of the goals of the fellowship and provide evidence that demonstrates that the PI will receive the support necessary to complete the proposed activities. The last letter of support should come from the appropriate administrative manager at the host institution. This letter should confirm that all necessary logistical arrangements will be provided to ensure that the project can proceed as proposed. These administrators may include site access, office space, cyber connectivity or other provisions in this letter. In rare cases where the PI believes the primary research collaborator at the host site is also the appropriate administrative manager, the PI should contact a program officer from the NSF EPSCoR program for guidance. Additional letters of support from other parties may be submitted only if they are needed to verify specific tangible commitments that are related to the activities described in the proposal. If they do not meet this standard, PIs will be required to remove these letters. 
Merit review criteria: all NSF proposals are evaluated through use of two National Science Board approved merit review criteria. These criteria include intellectual merit and broader impacts. Both criteria are to be given full consideration during the review and decision-making processes. Each criterion is necessary but neither by itself is sufficient. In evaluating NSF proposals, reviewers will be asked to consider what the proposers want to do, why they want to do it, how they plan to do it, how will they know if they succeed and what benefits could accrue if the project is successful. These issues apply both to the technical aspects of the proposal and the way in which the project may make broader contributions. To that end, reviewers will be asked to evaluate all proposals against the criteria of intellectual merit which encompasses the potential to advance knowledge and the criteria of broader impact which encompasses the potential to benefit society and contribute to the achievement of desired societal outcomes specifically. For each of these criteria, the following elements should be considered as part of the merit review process: What is the potential for the proposed activity to advance knowledge and understanding within its own field, or across different fields, and benefit society or advance desired societal outcomes? Also, to what extent does the proposed activity suggest and explore creative, original or potentially transformative concepts? Is the plan for carrying out the proposed activities well-reasoned, well organized and based on a sound rationale and does the plan incorporate a mechanism to assess success? Also, how well qualified is the individual, team or organization to conduct the proposed activities? Finally, are there adequate resources available to the PI either at the home institution or through collaborations to carry out the proposed activities? For this mechanism, additional solicitation-specific criteria will be included to highlight specific objectives. These criteria include the following questions. What evidence is presented to demonstrate the proposed research outcomes can be achieved within the constraints of the fellowship period with work being performed primarily at the host site? How will the fellowship have a positive impact on the trajectory of the PI’s research career goals during and after the funding period? How will the fellowship yield tangible benefits to the home institution and/or jurisdiction beyond the individual benefits to the PI? And what evidence is there that the host institution and home institution are each committing the necessary resources, both scientific and administrative, to lend confidence that the fellowship project will be successful in achieving its own intended outcomes? 
All right. So now that you know how proposals will be evaluated, let us examine what's new in this solicitation this year. There are three areas that have been clarified in this most recent solicitation. First, the solicitation states the PIs proposing to visit a government laboratory, or a similar site that has a policy requiring the submission of a proposal for the use of instrumentation, are expected to describe a plan for securing access to this equipment within the proposal's project description. I'll say that one more time. The solicitation states that PIs proposing to visit a government laboratory, or a similar site that has a policy requiring the submission of a proposal to use instrumentation, are expected to describe a plan for securing access to this equipment within the proposal’s project description. Next, the solicitation states that this mechanism is intended to provide opportunities to PIs to work at facilities of national prominence that would not otherwise be possible without the fellowship. For this reason, the project description should include narrative text that explains why interactions could not occur without the large injection of fellowship funding intended to support a temporary relocation. Keeping this intent in mind, the next few topics on fellowship distance and duration have been clarified. The solicitation states that if a PI proposes to visit a host site that is not beyond a reasonable commuting distance using standard means of transportation from the home institution to the host site, the PI is expected to provide additional justification for the selection of that site. In addition, the solicitation states that an extended visit or relocation of the PI at the host institution is considered a core feature of this fellowship activity, and it is expected that the PI will spend a reasonable amount of time at the host institution during the fellowship period. For example, in the are rare circumstance where the proposer's host site is within a reasonable commuting distance, but the commute time would prohibit or significantly reduce the amount of time that can be dedicated to fellowship activities, you are encouraged in this example to include a description of the circumstance in the project description. Given that a variety of host site distances and timelines may be proposed, it is the PI’s responsibility to provide sufficient justification for selecting a primary host site and fellowship duration that will ensure that the project will be successful. 
Next, we will address some frequently asked questions. Eligibility in relation to the solicitation deadline: The solicitation states that at institutions of higher education an applicant must hold a non-tenured faculty appointment. Eligibility to participate in this mechanism is determined by your tenure status and when your tenure will go into effect as of the proposal deadline date. If you have been notified that you have received tenure, or may receive tenure, but the status of your promotion has not taken affect by the proposal deadline date, you are eligible for this mechanism. Please keep in mind that you will need to provide a letter of support that verifies this nuance. That will be one of the three letters that were mentioned earlier. Providing research context: The solicitation states that all proposals should include well-defined, well-reasoned and organized research objectives which can be driven by specific research questions or hypotheses. As you present this portion of the proposal, keep in mind that the presentation of interdependent hypotheses or objectives may raise a red flag among reviewers during merit review. If you intend to propose a development of an instrument or technique, keep in mind that it will be important to include the overarching motivation for this resource as it relates to your overall research agenda. Travel to other sites: solicitation states that only a single host site may be identified in the proposal and that PIs are not allowed to split their fellowship period between two or more host sites. This pertains to the primary host site. PIs are welcome to include visits to sites that are within a reasonable commuting distance of the host site using standard transportation as part of their fellowship for activities that are relevant to research conducted in the proposal. Program designation in the project summary: at the bottom of the project summary page, PIs should indicate the NSF directorate, division and program that most closely aligns with the proposal’s research focus. This notation is used only for organizational purposes and is not involved in the merit review of proposals. 
All right. So what should you do next? Now that you've heard this webinar, please be sure to read the solicitation in its entirety and be aware of its details. Submissions will be subject to guidance from the PAPPG 19-1 guidance. Remember that the deadline has been moved to May 12, 2020. Contact your sponsored research office to ensure that your proposal will be one of the three that may be submitted by your institution, and then when the time comes to submit your proposal, I strongly encourage you to start submitting your proposal 48 years before the deadline. If you have additional questions, you are welcome to contact myself or my colleague and fellow program officer Jose Colom. Thank you for taking the time to listen.

