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Summary

This report describes the results of the 2003 Committee of Visitors (COV) Review for the Evaluation Program of the Division of Research, Evaluation and Communication (REC) in the Directorate of Education and Human Resources (EHR).  

NSF relies on the expert judgment of COVs to maintain high standards of program management, to provide advice for continuous improvement of NSF performance, and to ensure openness to the research and education community served by the Foundation.  COVs also provide expert judgments necessary for NSF to comply with the Government Performance and Results Act of 1993 (GPRA)

The COV review and evaluation encompasses both the processes leading to awards and the results of NSF investments.  The core questions are a basic set of questions that NSF must respond to as a whole, when reporting to Congress and OMB as required by GPRA.  The questions apply to the portfolio of activities representative of the program under review, as determined by the Division/Directorate.  This COV report provides an assessment of NSF’s performance that spans two primary areas: (a) the integrity and efficiency of the processes which involve proposal review; and (b) the quality of the results of NSF’s programs in the forms of outputs and outcomes which appear over time.

Discussions leading to answers for area (a) required the study of confidential material such as declined proposals and reviewer comments, and these discussions took place in closed session.  Discussions leading to answers for area (b) involved study of non-confidential material such as results of NSF-funded projects, and these discussions were conducted in open session.  

The Context of the 2003 COV for the Directorate of Education and Human Resources (EHR) Evaluation Program

Since 1992, EHR has been engaged in an effort to evaluate its science and mathematics education programs.  The purpose of the evaluation program managed by REC is twofold: to provide NSF officials with information that enables effective management of the Directorate’s more than 30 programs, and to report to Congress and the public on the effectiveness of these programs.  The Evaluation Program was subject to its first COV in 1994.  A copy of the 2000 COV report, and the Evaluation Program’s response, was provided as background to this COV.

Procedures for the 2003 Committee of Visitors Review

The agenda of the COV was structured to facilitate members’ understanding of the Evaluation Program, and maximize the amount of time that the members can review Evaluation Program files.  Program files were described by REC staff at the COV meeting. During the review, the COV also met with NSF staff.  Subsequent to the COV meeting, the committee developed several drafts of this report, and discussed each of the recommendations in some detail.

This report is divided into three major sections. The first addresses the REC grants program, the second addresses contracts, and the final section provides the COV’s answers to the questions raised by EHR. Recommendations are interspersed throughout the report.
COV REVIEW OF GRANTS





INTRODUCTION

The COV reviewed the integrity and efficiency of the Research, Education and Communication (REC) Division’s Evaluation Program’s processes and management of grants following the guidelines contained in the “annotated template” for the review of grants. Committee members considered each of the points contained under parts A.1-A.4 and B. REC’s staff provided most of the information the committee required to review each area.  Further, they provided the committee with all additional information requested. In the finite time allotted to the review process, the committee was not able to examine all points contained in the template in detail.  Consequently, members focused on those points they considered relevant to the Program’s goals, most importantly, the development of evaluation research within NSF and the education establishment, broadening the kinds of organizations doing evaluation research, and increasing the diversity of evaluation researchers.

Overall, Program staff are to be commended on the quality and effectiveness with which they have managed the merit review procedures, the quality of the portfolio of awards, and their documentation and analyses of the processes and the awards. The portfolio of awards seems well distributed among high risk, innovative and multidisciplinary proposals.  The committee reviewed the documentation contained in jackets of proposals, awarded and declined, and the COV noted that the information was complete. 

The committee identified features of the review process that require some attention and are considered in some detail below including the panelists’ understanding and application of the NSF Merit Review Criteria, and the diversity of panelists and the institutions they represent. Among the issues of concern to the COV are the characteristics of Program Solicitations, the need to continue the trend toward greater use of panel reviews, the preliminary review of proposals, diversity of grant recipients, and the awarding of grants to contract organizations.

INTEGRITY AND EFFICIENCY OF THE PROGRAM’S PROCESSES AND MANAGEMENT

Quality and Effectiveness of Merit Review Procedures


Over the past few years there has been an important shift in the grant review process in REC from use of ad hoc or internal review to more traditional external scientific peer review processes. The COV applauds this move and encourages REC to continue and expand such efforts as appropriate.

Before the creation of REC, the grant review process consisted mainly of ad hoc and internal review.  REC now uses panel review, which is more appropriate and efficient.  However, the COV believes that there is room for more improvement in the grant proposal solicitation process. In the past year, the previously separate solicitations for the ROLE and EREC grant initiatives were consolidated into a single ROLE/EREC solicitation. This is the major grant solicitation for REC and, as such, it is essential that it be of the highest quality and clarity. The COV felt that the solicitation itself could have been more clearly written. 

The COV recommends that REC improve the quality and clarity of its grant solicitations.

In addition, the EREC grant program as originally formulated already was a combination of two distinct goals of improving evaluation research and building evaluation capacity. Combining this already complex program with the ROLE initiative makes the result even more difficult to communicate. The COV recognizes that this consolidation was undertaken in large part to improve efficiency by consolidating administrative efforts. But we question whether it has done so at the expense of the clarity of the solicitation. We are concerned that the solicitation as written may discourage potential grantees who might have appropriate ideas from applying. And the broad multi-focus solicitation may lead to proposals that do not meet the EREC goals. 

The move to consolidate the ROLE and EREC grant solicitations may be detrimental to the goals of each initiative.  The consolidated solicitation seems too broad and potentially draws in proposals that do not necessarily meet the goals of each of the specific components.  In addition to separating EREC and ROLE solicitations as before, the COV believes that further separating the Evaluation Research (ER) and the Evaluation Capacity (EC) would improve the clarity of the solicitations and the quality of the grants. Creating three solicitations would also encourage new actors in the field to apply for these grants.

The COV recommends that REC split the ROLE/EREC solicitation into three separate ones -- ER (evaluation research), EC (evaluation capacity) and ROLE. This will improve the focus and quality of the initiatives, and encourage a broader pool of applicants.

In the first year of the EREC initiative, all proposals were pre-reviewed by staff to determine their appropriateness to the solicitation and assure that they met minimal proposal quality. This non-official preliminary review helped the external review panel function more effectively and efficiently by screening clearly inappropriate proposals. The COV believes that reinstating the preliminary proposal review would strengthen the overall review process.  The apparent original reason for canceling preliminary review was a shortage of staff.  Additional staff or an ad-hoc review process would limit the burden of reinstating this review on REC and improve the overall grants review process.  Preliminary proposal review is an excellent way to ensure that proposals meet the funding goals set out in the solicitations.

The COV recommends that REC be provided with additional staff support sufficient to reinstate the preliminary proposal review process used in the first year of the EREC initiative, and extend this process to apply to all grant reviews and be sufficient to manage any additional burden that results from splitting the current EREC/ROLE initiative into three separate ones.

Implementation of the NSF Merit Review Criteria


The peer review process generally follows the merit review criteria.  However, the quality of the review process can be improved by taking some additional simple low-cost steps. To increase the role of the merit criteria the COV believes that the external grant review panels should be more thoroughly educated regarding their role in the grant review and receive a briefing on exactly what their role is in the funding process.  Guidelines that make clear that the panel review is a first step in the funding process and not the final authority would help focus the panel more clearly on the Merit Review Criteria.  It would solidify the participants’ role in peer review if participants understand that agency needs, priorities and developing a balanced portfolio ultimately influence funding. 
Selection of Reviewers


The selection of grant reviewers appears to be balanced in terms of the reviewer’s demographics, i.e. geography, ethnicity, etc.  However, greater emphasis needs to be made on balancing reviewers by institution types and, especially, involving more reviewers from underrepresented groups.  Traditional research universities and large contract organizations currently appear to dominate the reviewer population.  By actively seeking out reviewers from institutions such as Historically Black Colleges, Hispanic Serving Institutions and community colleges, REC would effectively achieve greater balance in the reviewer pool both by institutional type and underrepresented groups.

The COV recommends that REC seek greater diversity in institutional representation on review panels to better ensure the presence of underrepresented groups. 

 Steps to ensure a lack of conflict of interest appear to work well within the peer review process.  There was no identifiable problem with conflicts of interest.

Resulting Portfolio of Awards


The portfolio of awards is judged to be balanced overall.  The COV found it difficult to determine the quality of the current research and education projects because of the limited amount of time. We recognize that it is primarily the responsibility of the external grant review panel to assess research proposal quality.


Attempts to award grants in a balanced way to underrepresented groups and by institution type are admirable.  However, additional outreach is needed to fund grants to non-traditional research institutions such as Hispanic serving Institutions and Historically Black Colleges.  Outreach of this nature will improve upon efforts to have a balanced portfolio based on participant characteristics.

The COV recommends that REC continue and extend its outreach efforts to underrepresented groups and institutions to achieve a more balanced portfolio of grants.


Balance also needs to be measured by culturally sensitive research and especially to recognize that such research is not just relevant to projects being conducted by members of underrepresented groups.  There is a need to recognize that distinction between the two, namely participants from underrepresented groups do not necessarily conduct research on culturally sensitive issues simply because they are members of an underrepresented group.  Similarly, one does not have to be part of an underrepresented group to conduct culturally sensitive research.  Based upon this logic, the COV believes REC (and, for that matter, NSF, as a whole) should consider issues of culturally sensitive research when reviewing any research proposal.

The COV recommends that REC broaden the ways in which issues related to culturally sensitive research are addressed in all of its grants and contract work.

The COV is concerned about the awarding of research grants to large contractor organizations. There are very few research grants anywhere in evaluation research or capacity building and the grants program of the REC is one of the most important sources of such funding. Giving even a few such grants to contractors each year significantly cuts into the total amount of support for academic-based research on evaluation and limits the degree to which evaluation capacity can be built, especially in the crucial area of educating a new generation of Ph.D. evaluators. Contractors typically have grant proposal writing resources that few individual faculty at research universities can equal, and this is especially a problem for younger assistant professors at colleges and universities who are not at large mainline research institutions. This effectively dampens the impact of the grants program, especially in building a new generation of evaluation researchers who can serve the broader STEM evaluation needs and can, in turn, educate successive generations of diverse students. The practice of awarding grants to contract organizations is especially troubling when those organizations are already receiving large contracts from REC. A prior or current contracting relationship with REC provides applicants with built-in advantages and “insider” knowledge about the REC programs. While this may make for apparently stronger proposals in the short-run, it will limit the effects of the grant program on the evaluation field more broadly. The COV believes that REC should limit grant applications for the ER and EC grants to entities other than contract organizations. 

The COV recommends that REC limit future ER and EC grant awards to organizations that are not currently receiving contracts from REC.

The COV recommends that REC require that the primary grantee organization on all ER and EC grants be an academic or a university-based research organization and/or a minority serving institution of higher education.  Such a restriction would encourage non-academic and contractor organizations to partner with academic institutions, reward such collaborations and build capacity for stronger graduate education in evaluation.


OUTPUTS AND OUTCOMES OF NSF INVESTMENTS

The goals of the NSF grant program are: to promote the progress of science; to advance national health, prosperity, and welfare; and to secure the national defense. The grants program has made reasonable progress toward these NSF goals. Further progress can be achieved by use of a comprehensive framework to guide the development of solicitations and ultimately grant awards. Specifically, REC should develop a simple logic model of their grants efforts and how these are expected to affect the immediate, intermediate and long-term goals of developing evaluation research and capacity. 


The EREC/ROLE initiative is a good first step toward responding to national priorities.  Continued emphasis on a research agenda that focuses on policy issues and linking evaluations to an overall framework will aid the grant program in addressing these national priorities.


Achieving the goals of REC and NSF could also be enhanced by reaching out more effectively to researchers from other fields of research, and encouraging them to apply for grant support where their work is of clear relevance. Finally, EREC should extend its support of new and existing graduate programs in evaluation, especially through a more concerted effort to advertise that training grants may be appropriate for funding under current grant mechanisms.  This support will aid in building strong multiple research methodologies and an interdisciplinary pool of researchers focusing on evaluations.

The COV believes that REC needs to emphasize and advertise more clearly that the ER and EC initiatives are appropriate for funding of graduate program training grants.
COV REVIEW OF CONTRACTS





INTRODUCTION

The Evaluation Program in REC holds an extensive portfolio of contracts that are carried out by eight organizations.  These organizations were identified and selected, in 1999 as qualified contractors that would receive funding through a bid process for a Task-Order Statement of Work.  The Task-Order contract is effective for five years.  For individual evaluation efforts, a statement of work is specified and Prime Contractors submit proposals.  Submissions are reviewed internally and a contractor is selected.


Currently there are 24 such contracts awarded to 11 contractors.  Three of these contractors, Compuware, P.R.A.M.M. Consulting Group, and QRC Macro provide administrative and operational support to REC.


Funded contracts address three primary types of activities: evaluations, capacity building, and REC/evaluation support.  One contract, with Temple ISR, deals with media products and studies.


Evaluations through REC of various NSF programs are carried out by the Prime Contractors.  These include six by AIR, two by SRI and Urban Institute, and one each by Cosmos, Horizon Research, Temple ISR and Westat.  AIR, SRI and Westat are conducting capacity building contracts.  They address developing cultural awareness of evaluators, making materials available to project directors and evaluators to improve design, conduct and review of project evaluations, and developing a larger more qualified pool of STEM evaluators.


REC has evaluation support contracts awarded to Compuware and PRAMM for IT and staff support.  QRC Marco supports data collection, analysis, storage and communication activities.

INTEGRITY AND EFFICIENCY OF THE PROGRAM’S PROCESSES AND MANAGEMENT


Quality and Effectiveness of the Program’s Use of Contract Procedures

The scope and detail of contract work is appropriate, however, in reviewing the REC “unofficial” files, some ambiguity exists about the number of tasks worked on under a contract and the role of subcontractors.  COV members question how the scope of work for each activity is related to larger EHR programmatic themes or associated knowledge needs.


The process used by the program to award contracts to Prime Contractors is difficult to determine.  The current criteria utilized to review proposals and award contracts are used consistently.  The initial pool of potential awardees is determined at the task-order level from the list of Qualified Contractors, based on their expertise and associated requirements for the task. Internal reviewers rate proposals, and the best is awarded the contract.  There is no indication that problems exist with the present process.

However, the COV also noted that the same organizations serving as Prime Contractors are conducting the major portion of the research being carried out under the grants mechanism.


Criteria used to rate the proposals and select performers appear to be appropriate, but quite general.  It may be useful to tailor the review criteria to be more specific about the program to be evaluated.  A careful examination of the costs and benefits of using the existing criteria may be in order.


Contractor monitoring files did not appear to be orderly.  Some files for specific projects had more than one statement of work while other projects lacked an identifiable statement of work.  In some instances, program manager comments and reviews of contractor progress could not be found.  These inconsistencies in organization most likely are attributed to a lack of staff. Even with an attempt to involve all EREC staff more broadly, there still appears to be insufficient staff for oversight of the contracts.  

The COV recommends that REC improve its record keeping systems on contracts at least to a level comparable to their record keeping on the REC program grants.

Resulting Portfolio of Awards Under Review


The nature of the tasks required by the Evaluation Program requires large amounts of time and resources, resulting in large contracts over multiple years.  Each individual project appears to be well designed.  The Evaluation Program should consider using a consistent conceptual framework, which would ensure all evaluations address similar issues in as comparable a manner as possible.  Any relatively comprehensive framework, such as Michael Fullan’s model or theory of change, or another model that more closely follows the REC Program’s information needs, could serve this purpose. Many similarities are present throughout the portfolio, which could be used as the basis for the staff to formalize a framework. 

The COV recommends that REC adopt and apply a consistent conceptual framework to guide its contract evaluation work.


The resulting portfolio of awards seems to be quite relevant even without a formal framework to organize and structure the work.  The major focus on knowledge generation is a good move for the program.  Some of the present grants are being used to analyze and synthesize what has been learned from past work in the Program.


Overall the research/evaluation for REC does address national priorities. For example, the REC funded the American Evaluation Association to review “the adequacy of academic achievement measures for supporting the requirements of relevant federal education policies.” 



RESULTS: OUTPUTS AND OUTCOMES OF NSF INVESTMENTS


Activity Relating to Outputs and Outcomes of the Program’s Contracted Evaluations


Contracts seem to be used to address evaluation needs of the EREC Program and EHR and other important programs.  Individual evaluations and other products of contracts are of high quality and generally delivered in a timely and useful form.  Putting instruments and other design information on the OERL website is one of the more useful initiatives for the REC Program and EHR to build on.


Evaluations have the potential to inform the EREC Program and EHR and the various NSF units it works with, about the applicability of theories, the fundamental concepts or processes such as teaching and learning, professional development of teachers and university faculty, and of the use of information in organizational decision making.  They can also provide much useful information about the instruments and procedures used in such evaluations (this generally falls under capacity building in the Evaluation Program).  

The COV recommends that REC continue and, where possible, expand its efforts to provide, both within NSF and to the general public, high quality evaluation resources and information through mechanisms like its website.

PROGRAM MANAGEMENT

(JOINT REVIEW OF GRANTS & CONTRACTS)


The COV believes that it is absolutely critical that REC be viewed, both within NSF and by the general public, as a legitimate line item grant entity and that their role not be limited to only a staff or support function internal to NSF.  If solely confined to being an internal support unit for NSF, the COV believes it is unlikely that REC would investigate important issues and generate valuable knowledge.  There is a critical, if not essential, role for NSF and the REC program in addressing fundamental issues that undergird national policy – especially in evaluation in education.  Two present examples are the adequacy of assessment instruments for high stakes decisions, such as No Child Left Behind; and the present push to make the experimental method the only legitimate method to provide answers to important societal issues, when the evaluation field is knowledgeable about its limitations and the contributions other methods provide to knowledge.

The COV recommends that EHR take steps to assure that REC is positioned as an important grants and contract entity within NSF and that their role not be limited to internal NSF evaluation support.


It is clear that the REC Program and EHR has been effective in addressing the priorities of EHR and some important priorities of NSF.  The contracts address many important issues of the STEM community.  

The COV also has specific recommendations on how to improve the overall COV review process.  The time allocated for the face-to-face meeting of the COV was deemed inadequate.  To address this, consideration may be given to a conference call in advance of the meeting that would orient the COV committee and replace the half-day on-site presentation made by the program staff.


While the COV found the information on the COV website important, provision of materials through that mechanism alone is less efficient than having possession of hard copies.  COV members were either forced to print the materials themselves. Having access to hard copies at least two weeks in advance would improve the committee’s preparedness for the meeting.  

THE FUTURE OF THE EVALUATION PROGRAM

Overall Questions Posed by Barbara Olds

What is the future of the research program?  

REC is in a good position to become the leading entity within NSF in evaluating the Nation’s investment in science.  This would be an appropriate and desirable role for REC. A major goal should be in educating the Nation about what constitutes good evaluation and as a result, good research. REC should undertake research that would position it as a major resource within NSF with respect to evaluating NSF's scientific research initiatives. For instance, REC can take a leadership role and collaborate with other government agencies (GAO, NIH) that may have some expertise on how to evaluate the impact of scientific research on U.S Society.

Technology is changing the way evaluation research is conducted and REC’s research needs to emphasize this critical development.  Especially important is the way technology influences capacity, through greater ability to share resources and information.  For example, internet technology is increasingly an important mechanism for data collection, integration and conduct of research.  REC is well positioned to use technology to further its evaluation program goals and needs to exploit such opportunities.  For example REC should consider integrating its data collection efforts across the programs.
What issues regarding a balanced portfolio would you highlight?
There is an important, if not essential, role for NSF and the evaluation program in addressing fundamental issues that undergird national policies - especially in education. 

The continuation of the evaluation program as a line program rather than only a staff or support program is extremely important for NSF, the evaluation field, and the nation as a whole. Within NSF, a support role alone is likely to be undervalued, especially relative to the research grants side. This issue, while systemic, needs to be continually addressed in order to assure that REC is accorded the credit it deserves, both with respect to its role as a support organization and for its research programs and knowledge generation.

The COV senses that there is a lack of framework for contracts and thus a lack of understanding of how each of these projects contributes to knowledge generation.

What questions have been neglected?
The previous COV in 2000 stated “Increase efforts to study and disseminate information on effective practice through such means as: meta-evaluation, meta-analysis, analytic reviews, state-of-practice reviews etc. from the synthesis of existing contractual work.”(COV Report, 2000, p.16).  While we recognize the loss of communication program staff has effectively suspended much of this effort, we encourage and support additional staff to address this important initiative.

How might we encourage proposal submissions in areas of need?

While we recognize the effort to encourage participation at HBCUs, additional outreach efforts to other underrepresented institutions are needed.  Further we encourage outreach efforts with other SIGs at AERA and other national and evaluation education organizations.

Investigation of the possibility of supporting a fellowship program and/or a non-traditional national graduate program for evaluation may also be in order.  A non-traditional graduate program could be established to utilize the decentralized and diverse evaluation experts across academia.  Such a program would take advantage of the interdisciplinary and multiple research design foundations of evaluation as a whole.

Is the REC adequately staffed?

REC does not currently appear to have sufficient staff to fully accomplish its mission and meet the evaluation needs of NSF.  There are immediate needs for more personnel within the contracts monitoring, for splitting the current EREC/ROLE initiative into separate ones, for reinstituting the grant preliminary review process, and for communication staff for synthesis and web based communication.  It also appears that program officials are involved in too many different projects.  By reducing the reliance on split responsibilities among staff, greater focus on developing a cohesive framework would be possible.
�I have great reservations about recommending any specific software-based approaches to collaborative report writing. Sharepoint is a very expensive Micro$oft product that has to be managed on the server end, would require training and support, and may not work as effectively across mixed operating systems (e.g., Mac). 
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