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Background
The NSF-NATO Postdoctoral Fellowships Program has been administered by the National Science Foundation since 1959 at the request of the US Department of State. Funding for this program is provided in Belgian Francs directly from NATO headquarters.  Since 1996 the NATO Science Committee has requested that an increasing portion of the NATO funding be used to support Fellowships to scientists from NATO Partner countries in Eastern Europe and the 15 republics of the former Soviet Union to conduct research in the US.  For 2000, NATO has specified that 75% of the funds be used for this purpose resulting in fewer awards to US scientists.

The NSF-NATO program is unique in its goals as it relates to promoting the progress of science and closer collaboration between scientists and engineers of NATO member and NATO partner countries.  Because policies and general guidelines for this program come directly from NATO headquarters, NSF staff has little control related to these matters. Due to the multidisciplinary and multinational focus of the program, NSF staff pay particular attention to the disciplinary as well as the geographic balance of awardees when making final award recommendations.  

A.
INTEGRITY AND EFFICIENCY OF THE PROGRAM’S PROCESSES & MANAGEMENT

1.   Effectiveness of the program’s use of merit review procedures:

a-e: This COV found that the NSF-NATO Postdoctoral Fellowships in Science Program continues to be a well-managed and smoothly run operation. The process is fair and logical. The merit review procedures are well designed.  The integrity of the program is consistent from announcement thorough review.  Award decisions are made within the specified frame time. The choice of reviewers reflects a good balance of gender, ethnicity, and discipline and documentation reviewed by the COV is well organized.  In excess of 80% of the reviewers adequately addressed the two generic NSF criteria.  

In the application of merit review procedures, we observed that heavy emphasis is given to the intellectual merit of the research proposals.  In one instance, the PI reported that the Post Doctoral fellow had also received considerable assistance through mentoring and learning to teach undergraduate and graduate students.  While the major emphasis should continue to be on scientific research, we recommend some increase be given to the integration of research and education provided by mentoring and teaching.

In review of one jacket in which the application was declined, there was no indication of the reason for declination. We learned that the staff makes this decision. We recommend that the reason be noted in the jacket. This case seemed to be an exception rather than the rule.

2. The program’s use of the NSF Merit Review Criteria (intellectual merit and broader impacts):

Comments: The review system is excellent. In excess of 80% of the reviewers adequately addressed the two generic NSF criteria.  100% of the file jackets reviewed by the COV thoroughly addressed the first NSF review criteria, the intellectual merit of the proposed activity.  This is not the case with the second NSF review criteria, the broader impacts of the proposed activity.  Attention to this review criterion often needed to be extrapolated from the reviewer's comments and occasional files did not address this point at all.  This is not a deficiency on the part of the review process or the program staff.  By its very nature, a postdoctoral fellowship program is very prescribed.  The reviewers eagerly addressed the intellectual merits of the applications.  That the program has broader impacts (for example, promoting international collaborations) seems taken for granted by the reviewers and is less likely to be captured with explicit reviewer comments.  The program staff has done an excellent job of providing supplemental review criteria in an attempt to prompt reviewers to address broader review criteria of specific relevance to the NSF/NATO program. This seemed to have worked.

Program officers documented their award recommendations in carefully written memoranda based on reviewers’ comments. The first criterion was adequately addressed. Because of the unique nature of the NSF-NATO program, particular attention was given to maintaining a disciplinary and a geographic balance among recommended awardees.   

3.   Reviewer selection:

a-d. Comments:  The number of reviewers was adequate for the number of disciplines considered. The selection of reviewers is balanced and appropriate; reviewers are well qualified.  There were no indications of conflict of interest neither of staff nor on the part of panelists who all signed conflict of interest forms.

4. Resulting portfolio of awards:

Comments: 

a. Quality of projects is high.

b-d Not within NSF/NATO awards process because the program is very prescribed. For example, the number and size of awards is determined by the amount of funding provided by NATO headquarters.

e. See comments under A1.

f.  For the review period, the number of applications from underrepresented groups has decreased, although the staff, with limited resources, has collaborated with other fellowship programs to make the NATO Program known to these groups.  

g. The majority of the projects awarded were innovative and many were multidisciplinary.  Projects were difficult to judge as to risk.

B.  RESULTS:  OUTPUTS AND OUTCOMES OF NSF INVESTMENTS

5. PEOPLE Strategic Outcome Goal: Development of a diverse, internationally competitive and globally engaged workforce of scientists, engineers, and well-prepared citizens.

a. Not within NSF/NATO awards process because the program does not include US

    K-12 students.

b. Not within NSF/NATO awards process because the program is limited to recent  

    Ph.D. graduates.

c. Not within NSF/NATO awards process because the goal of the program includes 

    foreign citizens.

d. Comments: The cumulative number of awards made in the last four years provides a continuing important impact on international science. Based on this indicator, the program is rated as successful. The number of applications from NATO partner countries has increased steadily from 19 in 1996 to 86 in 2000. Also the number of countries participating in the program has significantly increased. In 2000, scientists from 18 of 24 NATO partner countries applied to the program. This clearly indicates that the NSF/NATO program is meeting its goal of promoting international scientific collaboration.

e. Not within NSF/NATO awards process because of the narrow focus of the 

    program.
6. IDEAS Strategic Outcome Goal: Enabling discovery across the frontier of science and engineering, connected to learning, innovation and service to society.

a-d. Comments:  The final reports reflect successful outcomes of research projects through presentations at meetings and publications.  The program is rated successful as it demonstrated achievement in several of the indicators. Some highlights are:

· Dr. Vladimir Talanov, a physicist from the Institute for Physics of Microstructures of Russia, invented an apparatus for measuring absolute complex conductivity and surface impedance of metals and super conductors while being a 1997 NATO-NSF recipient (DGE 9710702) at the University of Maryland under Dr. Steven Anlage. 
· The Nobel Prize in Chemistry in 1997 was awarded to Dr. Robert F. Curl Jr. now at Rice University, for his discovery of fullerenes – a fourth state of the carbon atom. Dr. Curl was awarded a NATO Postdoctoral Fellowship for research in physical chemistry at Oxford University. He is the first NSF-NATO Fellow to receive the Nobel Prize (FY97 Annual Report, Division of Graduate Education).
· At the 1997 NATO Administrators Meeting in Ottawa, Canada, Dr. Linda Doerrer, 1996 NSF-NATO Fellow gave a presentation related to her postdoctoral experience at the University of Oxford. Dr. Doerrer, a graduate of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology noted the many benefits that the Fellowship provided her not only scientifically by allowing her to advance in her field of Inorganic Chemistry but also culturally by being exposed to a different way of thinking. While at Oxford, Dr. Doerrer started scientific collaborations with colleagues in France. She pointed out how the NSF-NATO program helped her understand the need for international collaborations in science (FY97 Annual Report, Division of Graduate Education).

· Dr. Vesselin Alexandrov a meteorologist from the National Institute of Meteorology and Hydrology in Sofia, Bulgaria spent his 1998 NSF-NATO fellowship (DGE 9804452) at the University of Georgia working under Dr. Gerrit Hoogenboom.  The goal of Dr. Alexandrov’s research was to investigate the impact of climate variability and climate change on the agricultural production in the Southern USA and Southeastern Europe (using Bulgaria as a case study).  The climate change results obtained from this study can be used by researchers to assess current climatic fluctuations and variability and the expected climate change for the next century.  Some of these results can be helpful for different consumer groups. For example, several climatological maps, representing annual, seasonal and monthly precipitation, as well as temperature data were created and presented as part of the Georgia Automated Environmental Monitoring Network.
· Dr. Heather Stoll was awarded an NSF-NATO Postdoctoral Fellowship in 1998 (DGE 9804563) to conduct research in the Geology Department at the Universidad de Oviedo, Spain. She examined geochemical records to investigate the relationship of sea level and climate change in the Cretaceous, in particular, whether polar ice sheets may have persisted despite overall climatic warmth and greenhouse conditions.  During her tenure in Spain and in collaboration with her scientific advisor, she secured additional funding from a Spanish regional scientific organization to expand the focus of her research.  She was able to include sea level and climate changes in the Cenozoic, an important time of global climate transition.  She was able to expand collaborations with other groups in Europe.  Also, with the assistance of other oceanographers at the University of Oviedo and in the US, she was able to calibrate more carefully the geochemical tools used to investigate climate and sea level changes.

· Dr. Piotr Mucha a chemist from the University of Gdansk, Poland conducted his 1999 NSF-NATO Postdoctoral research (DGE 9902611) under Dr. Paul Agris at North Carolina State University.  A general aim of the project was to characterize RNS-phage display selected peptide interaction. During the fellowship, Dr. Mucha studied and adapted the fluorescence transfer energy method to analysis of RNA-peptide interaction. He was able to use this technique upon his return to Poland. In addition, through his work he was able to plan new common projects between laboratories in the US and Poland.
· In 1998 Dr. Michelle A. Baker conducted her NSF-NATO postdoctoral research (DGE 9804645) at the Centre d’Ecologie des Systemes Aquatiques Continentaux (CESAC) in Toulouse France.  The goal of her project was to address the question of “How does hydrologic variation influence the supply of organic matter for denitrification in groundwater near the Garonne Rivier, France?”  She benefited from the interactions with scientists from other European countries as well as scientists in France.  Her experience abroad increased her professional competence and as a result she now (2000) has a tenure track position in the Biology Department at Utah State University.

· Dr. Stepan Jurajda, an economist from Charles University in Prague, divided his 1999 NSF-NATO Postdoctoral Fellowship (DGE 9902560) between the University of Michigan and Princeton University. The focus of his research was to study labor market aspects of the transition from communism to market economy.  He also focused on issues of gender wage inequality during economic transition. He was able to bring labor economics data with him that was collected in the Czech Republic.  The experience gained during his fellowship allowed him to initiate research projects with labor economists in the US. He was also able to learn how two US economic departments function so that he could transfer some of the know-how to the newly created department at his home institution.

7.  TOOLS Strategic Outcome Goal: Providing broadly accessible, state-of-the-art information-bases and shared research and education tools.

a-d. Comments:  The COV did not rate this outcome. As currently constituted, the tools goal does not apply because the program’s focus is on intellectual merit of proposed activities.  However, COV raises the issue of whether networking and connectivity would enhance the goals of the program.

8.  Areas of Emphasis: For each relevant area of emphasis shown, determine whether the investments and available results demonstrate the likelihood of strong performance in the future? Explain and provide NSF-supported examples that relate to or demonstrate the relevant strategic outcomes.

a.   Strategic Outcome:  People

Comments: The NATO Fellowship program is not designed to address K-12 systemic activities; instructional workforce/professional development; or near-term workforce needs.

b. Strategic Outcome:  Ideas

Comments:  NATO Fellowships have a narrow, but well-defined focus and are not aimed at specific NSF initiatives in information technology, nanoscale science and engineering, or fundamental research in functional genomics, cognitive neuroscience or mathematical sciences research.  These areas may very well be proposed and, if proposals are intellectually meritorious, they may well be approved for funding.  The NATO program staff attempt to produce a balanced portfolio and the COV saw evidence of multidisciplinary, innovative research, but was unable to assess the risk factors.

c. Strategic Outcome: Tools

Comments: Not within NSF/NATO awards process because the program focuses on international collaboration and not on investment in major research equipment.

9.  Please comment on program areas that the COV believes need improvement.

Comments: See comments under A1 and B7C: While the major emphasis should continue to be on research, integration of research and education should be considered through mentoring and teaching. The development of networks among fellows would enhance the goals of the program. Also, the program would profit from receiving feedback from the host universities following completion of a fellow’s year. The host could comment on whether plans were carried out as proposed. Successes, problems and challenges could be included.

10. Comment as appropriate on the program’s performance in meeting program-specific goals and objectives (non-GPRA outcomes). 

Comments: The program staff does an excellent job of meeting specific goals and objectives of both NATO and NSF.   The Committee feels this is an important and productive program that merits greater resources. 

The COV recognizes the advantage of providing U.S. postdocs opportunities to go abroad and suggests pursuing ways to facilitate this process.  There are more opportunities for postdocs from overseas to come to the U.S. and far fewer for the reverse to occur.   The Committee suggests that NSF explore obtaining supplemental funding from other sources to fund additional postdoctoral positions for American students to pursue research in NATO countries.

11. NSF would appreciate your feedback on the COV review process, format and core questions.

Comments: The COV compliments the program staff on organizing and preparing for the meeting.  The materials sent ahead of time were appropriate and useful.  The morning orientation session was excellent and the notebooks were very complete and helpful.  The availability of jacket files in the room was useful.  A great deal of thought and effort were given to the COV meeting.  Sonia Ortega, Elmima Johnson, Arneeta Speight and Carolyn Lyons-Piper are to be commended for their efforts.

Signatures of COV Members:
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NATO Postdoctoral Fellowships in Science and Engineering Program

Division of Graduate Education

Staff Response to Committee of Visitors (COV) Report

COV Meeting Date: March 8, 2001

The Committee of Visitors (COV) Report on the NATO Postdoctoral Fellowships in Science and Engineering Program contains some recommendations regarding: 1) effectiveness of the program’s use of merit review procedures, 2) networking and connectivity that takes advantage of the Internet, 3) feedback from host universities, and 4) supplemental funding for the program.  The NSF-NATO program staff sincerely appreciate the time and diligence of the Committee of Visitors and will make every effort to incorporate their recommendations as presented below.

1. Effectiveness of the program’s use of merit review procedures 
Recommendation:  While the major emphasis should continue to be on scientific research, some increased attention should be given to the integration of research and education provided by mentoring and teaching.

Response: Although the NSF review criteria are already included in the current program solicitation, a statement related to mentoring and teaching will be included in the next program solicitation.

2. Networking and connectivity that takes advantage of the Internet

Recommendation:  The COV raises the issue of whether networking and connectivity would enhance the goals of the program.

Response: The NSF-NATO program staff generally agree with this recommendation and will explore the possibilities of creating electronic aliases among Fellows to improve communication and connectivity.

3. Feedback from host universities

Recommendation: The COV comments on the benefit that the program would receive from soliciting feedback from host universities following completion of a fellow’s year. Successes, problems and challenges could be included.

Response: The program solicitation already includes a requirement for the submission of a final project report via NSF FastLane. The NSF-NATO program staff will ask for the inclusion of feedback from host institution/advisor when submitting final reports.  

4. Supplemental funding for the program

Recommendation: The COV suggests that NSF explore obtaining supplemental funding from other sources to fund additional postdoctoral positions for American students to pursue research in NATO countries.

Response: Although program staff agrees with this recommendation, it is beyond staff responsibilities to implement it. Currently, NATO headquarters determines funding and policies regarding the distribution of awards. The NSF Education and Human Resources Directorate might consider exploring possibilities for further funding of US postdocs under the NATO program during budget planning considerations.

      Sonia Ortega, Ph.D.



Carolyn Lyons Piper

      Program Director



Assistant Program Director
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