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Tuesday, June 22, 2004

Dr. Noonan called the meeting to order at 8:30 AM.  Committee members and NSF staff introduced themselves.  After brief welcoming remarks by Dr. Noonan and Pat Tsuchitani, Senior Advisor, Budget Division, Joanna Rom, Deputy Director, Office of Budget, Finance, and Award Management (BFA), welcomed the Committee, thanked them for their participation, and gave the Committee its charge.  Overview presentations were then given by Michael Sieverts, Senior Advisor, Budget Division, on the NSF Strategic Plan, FY 2003 – 2008; Marty Rubenstein, Director, Budget Division, on the NSF Budget and Priority Setting; Craig Robinson, Senior Advisor, Budget Division, on Performance Assessment at NSF; and Anthony Arnolie, Director of the Office of Information and Resource Management (OIRM) on the Organizational Excellence Goal.

In the discussion that followed, Committee members inquired about the impact of the AC/GPA report.  NSF staff responded that the AC/GPA report is the only assessment of the agency portfolio as a whole other than the reports of the National Science Board.  In addition, NSF is the only Federal agency that has an external advisory committee for GPRA assessment.  The AC/GPA assessment is critical for NSF reporting requirements, which include the annual Performance and Accountability Report (PAR), the Program Assessment Rating Tool (PART) required by the Office of Management and Budget (OMB), the agency’s annual budget requests, the President’s Management Agenda (PMA), and GPRA.  Staff conveyed that the committee’s expert evaluation of NSF performance is a critical component of the alternative assessment of R&D approved by the Office of Management and Budget.

Dr. Arden L. Bement, Jr., Acting Director of NSF, spoke to the Committee, emphasizing the credibility that the AC/GPA report provides to NSF in its performance assessment and budget negotiations.  Dr. Bement stressed that the results of NSF-supported basic research are vital inputs to addressing societal needs.  He added that because value is added to research results over time, NSF relies heavily on expert judgment from its advisory committees to determine how well the agency is meeting its goals.  Dr. Bement noted that the AC/GPA could best assist the agency with its assessment of three concerns:  (1) the balance of the portfolio, (2) integration of the budget with performance assessment, and (3) the impacts of the increasing workload on program staff.

The meeting was adjourned at 11:15 AM so that Committee members could divide into four subgroups for further discussion of achievement under the four strategic outcome goals:  People, Ideas, Tools, and Organizational Excellence.  

The Committee reconvened at 4:00 PM.  Each subgroup chairman reported on the progress of the subgroups’ deliberations. 

PEOPLE Discussion

The People subgroup, chaired by Gloria Rogers, discussed the criteria used to select nuggets for the report:  diversity in the type and number of participants involved, geographical range, and impact in terms of collaboration among participants.  The subgroup also put forth a working definition of “high risk” as involving either (a) the probability that the research could be done as proposed or (b) the level of assurance that the outcome could be reached.  The People subgroup also suggested that “collaborative” be added as a fourth component in the program officer’s assessment of whether a project is high risk, innovative, or multidisciplinary.

IDEAS Discussion

The Ideas subgroup, led by Chair Tim Tong, suggested that additional guidance be given to program officers (on nugget writing to make them more uniform in style) and to committee members (on what to write in their comments on the nuggets).  Other recommendations from the Ideas subgroup were to ask program officers to give more explanation why a nugget is deemed high risk, to ask for more nuggets in international collaboration, and to divide up the committee members’ assignments to indicators more equitably.  On the latter point, the Chair noted that this year it was determined that it would be simpler just to assign one indicator per Committee member.

TOOLS Discussion  

The Tools subgroup, chaired by Dave Farber, commented that the combination of “high risk, innovative, and multidisciplinary” into one category of evaluation presents some difficulty.  The group recommended that the term “bold” be substituted for “high risk.” (Bold” is the term under consideration for use in the CISE Directorate.)  The subgroup also commented that the quality of the writing of the nuggets varied greatly.  Finally, the subgroup agreed that the wording of the indicators is ambiguous and recommended that some further instructions on how to define the terms.

ORGANIZATIONAL EXCELLENCE Discussion

Carolyn Meyers, Vice Chair, reported on the findings of the Organizational Excellence subgroup.  Based on a review of COV reports for FY 2003, the subgroup found inconsistency in reviewer attention to criterion two (broader impacts).  The subgroup observed that the NSF organizational structure is not optimal in certain research areas for interdisciplinary reviews; separate PI and reviewer databases made retrieving demographic information difficult (the subgroup recommended that these databases be combined); and the time spent by program officers on merit review (55% as reported in a recent workload survey) may not leave adequate time for other critical functions. The subgroup recommended that information on past comments be provided to new reviewers of proposals previously declined.  The subgroup also suggested that program officers document in detail the decision making process for award recommendations, especially in situations where their funding recommendations appear inconsistent with review ratings or panel recommendations. 

Committee of the Whole Discussion  

A theme that emerged from the subgroup discussions was the lack of a definition for the term “high risk.”  After some discussion the Committee recommended that this issue be addressed within the Foundation.  Some Committee members observed that the merit review process tends to filter out “high risk” or “bold” proposals.  Committee members expressed concern about program officers determining retroactively what is “high risk” at the time they submit nuggets.  It was suggested that program officers be asked to indicate if the project was determined to be high risk at the time it was funded.  Program officers should be encouraged to continue to be flexible to support proposals addressing strategic and emerging needs, issues, and directions.  There was also discussion of funding of “small science” as well as “big science,” core programs as well as cross-disciplinary programs and priority areas.  

Wednesday, June 23, 2004

The Committee reconvened at 11:00 AM in Room 375.  The subgroup chairmen presented reports to the Committee for incorporation into the draft report.  The subgroup reports were presented as follows.

The TOOLS subgroup found significant achievement overall and within each of the five indicators.  The subgroup expressed concerns over the continuing tension between ongoing versus new awards and between funding big science and small science, as well as about the cost of operation and maintenance of MREFC projects.  Another comment dealt with the problems caused by the delay in the NSF appropriation each year.  The Tools subgroup recommended again the use of the term “bold,” which is used by the CISE Advisory Committee instead of “high risk.” 

The IDEAS subgroup found significant achievement overall and within each of its six indicators.  The subgroup agreed with the Tools subgroup about the difficulty in defining high risk projects and also the difficulty in defining “quality” and “relevance.”  The subgroup was concerned that (1) quality in merit review may decline in the future as program officer workload continues to increase, (2) declining funding rate may have a negative impact on research, and (3) there may be inadequate distribution of awards among underrepresented groups, geographical regions, and institutions (the largest institutions are getting the lion’s share of grants.  In addition, the subgroup observed that NSF should highlight the societal benefit of the work it supports.

The PEOPLE subgroup also found significant achievement overall and in its five indicators and echoed the comments of the other two subgroups concerning the difficulty in defining high risk projects.  The subgroup commented that some of the COV reports were not clear on the subject of high risk.  The subgroup made a suggestion that nuggets should include information on the duration of the grant and the funding level.  The subgroup recommended encouraging more international collaborative projects, especially through the use of the REU (Research Experiences for Undergraduates) Program.  The subgroup recommended that NSF publicize successful “People” programs as models even though they might not be supported by government funds.

The ORGANIZATIONAL EXCELLENCE subgroup concluded that NSF had demonstrated significant achievement for the merit review indicator of this outcome goal.  The subgroup based its assessment on NSF having a credible (fair, transparent, no conflicts-of-interest) and efficient (timely reviews, dwell time, informative reviews) process.  With regard to the other three indicators in OE (human capital management; technology-enabled business practices, and performance assessment), the subgroup noted that the June 17, 2004 letter to NSF from the Advisory Committee for Business and Operations stated that it “supports NSF’s determination that the agency has demonstrated significant achievement for each of the three indicators.”  This letter and the accompanying report, “NSF Assessment:  Organizational Excellence,” will be appended to the AC/GPA Report.  A question arose from a Committee member on how the management of large facilities fits into the OE outcome goal.  The question will be conveyed to the Business and Operations Advisory Committee.  

The general discussion that followed focused on several issues: 

· Nuggets – consistency of style, jargon free, better description of how the accomplishments relate to the specific indicators

· High risk / Innovative / Multidisciplinary should be split into three separate categories

· Definition of high risk or bold should be done in conjunction with the National Science Board efforts in this matter 

· The overall decrease in funding rate should be evaluated in terms of its effect on PI efficiency (time spent in resubmitting proposals)

The Committee concurred with the subgroup recommendations on significant achievement for all the indicators.  Draft subgroup reports were posted on the Committee’s website and will be incorporated into a draft final report by the Chairman.  The report will be circulated among the Committee members for comment before final submission to the NSF Director.

The meeting was adjourned at 1:30 PM.

PAGE  
5

