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SBE/BCS COV Report: 

Anthropological and Geographic Sciences (AGS) Cluster

General Response to the AGS Cluster COV Report

The overview to the AGS Cluster COV Report raises a number of issues that affect more than one program. Following are responses to these broader matters.

Reviewers who agreed to review a proposal often didn’t provide a review, it wasn’t timely, or it was superficial; some panels report a reduction in number of reviews (see Cultural Anthropology and Archaeology/Archaeometry COV reports). The reduction in number of reviews did not reduce the quality of the review process, but it did create additional work of program officers. 
As the individual program reports indicate, program officers are clearly aware of this situation and are exploring a number of tactics in order to improve the response rate and quality of reviews. In order to more adequately assess this concern, BCS will examine the process systematically to identify problems confronted by individual programs, inconsistencies and patterns across programs, and best practices for addressing these issues. For example, there has been more frequent use of reminder letters and more personal initial contact with potential reviewers. Currently these are labor-intensive undertakings. As the electronic jacket and other computer systems evolve it is imperative that best practices be designed into the software. This can best be accomplished by continued consultation between designers, program officers and staff. Continued enhancement of the review process is one area in which a Science Assistant could be particularly helpful. 

Individual proposal reviews addressed intellectual merit in a thorough fashion, but the broader impacts were often superficially handled by reviewers (reflecting the fact that the requirement that both merit criteria be addressed by ad hoc reviewers was implemented in FY03). 
All participants in the proposal submission, review and action process continue to learn about both criteria. PIs, reviewers, panelists and program officers are considering and applying both the scientific merit and the broader impacts criteria in a more conscious and conscientious fashion. All Form 7s and Panel Summaries, as well as the proposals themselves, now explicitly consider both criteria. Significant progress is quickly being made in this area.

Program budgets are not sufficient to award all worthy projects; indeed, there are likely a number of missed opportunities for NSF in funding important research, especially very expensive projects (e.g., Physical Anthropology, ESBS). 

The budget reductions for standing programs in 2001 were regrettable. The Division’s highest priority is to restore these budgets at or above the 2001 levels and budget growth is being actively pursued. The Human and Social Dynamics (HSD) priority area is expected, in the long run, to result in a significant increase in the budgets of the core disciplinary programs. Special activities receive a share of the annual increments that the Division receives. The overall funding strategy is to maintain a balance between core program funding and special activities. Over the course of several years the Division aims to see program budgets increase substantially.

The program officers manage their individual programs very well, but they clearly spend time on activities that could be done by staff. For example, program officers spend too much time tracking down tardy reviews. NSF should provide additional staffing to contact reviewers to remind them that reviews are due and in other functions. 

We are aware that staffing is a major concern. Within the constraints of NSF and our budget, the Division is seeking to address this issue.  Over the past year there has been a reorganization of the office structure in an effort to improve workflow and the division of labor. This has increased the efficiency of some office procedures. The Division will explore the possibility of employing a Science Assistant who would be able to take on critical tasks and thereby free program directors to pursue responsibilities commensurate with their skills. 

Doctoral Dissertation Improvement Grants (DDIG) appear to be under funded. NSF’s Anthropological and Geographic Sciences (AGS) Cluster should consider increasing the size of DDIG awards by several thousand dollars. (Page 4)

Programs in the AGS Cluster are aware that the $12,000 limit that four of the programs currently employ poses some problems for some doctoral candidates whose research plans are more expensive. (ESBS does not independently fund doctoral dissertation research projects.) This maximum level of support, which has been developed independently by the programs, is thought to provide sufficient funding for most worthy candidates, and it enables programs officers to support a broader range of promising young investigators. Recent experience has shown that students who obtain NSF support for their dissertation research often are successful in garnering support from other sources. Program officers are aware of the stress that some students feel, and they will monitor proposals and other lines of communication in their fields in order to regularly reassess whether support should be increased. 

The CAREER Awards program requires evaluation. Programs are reluctant to commit already stretched resources to regular funding of CAREER awards. As the CAREER program currently stands, an award to a PI is $80,000 per year for five years. This represents a significant part of the budget for each of the programs. The program officers should be allowed greater flexibility both in the determination of both the amount of the award and its duration. Increased flexibility in this regard would improve the CAREER award program… 

The $80,000 annual award to a PI is a Foundation-wide policy and we have no latitude regarding this amount. Although this amount has been of concern in certain programs in BCS, many of the program officers recognize that CAREER provides an excellent opportunity for really outstanding young investigators. These awards reflect well on our Division and on the individual programs. There is a diversity of opinion about the appropriateness of CAREER awards for different programs. This is, and will continue to be, a subject of continuing dialogue. However, the overall support within our Division is reflected in the substantial increase in the number of CAREER awards in FY2002.

Archaeology Program

It might be useful to add to the existing program description some language specifying the importance of direct anthropological. and scientific relevance for all proposals …

The Archaeology program officer reread the web description and notes that such an addition is reasonable. We shall follow the COV’s recommendation.

The panel recommends that senior proposals and archaeometry proposals continue to be evaluated by ad hoc and panel review and that dissertation proposals continue with ad hoc review only.

The Archaeology program officer agrees. He asked the COV to examine the dissertation review procedure and it concluded that the current system works well. The Archaeology program officer will continue to obtain ad hoc reviews only.

Reviewers should pay more attention to intellectual merit than broader impact criteria.

Since a standard NSF-wide review letter is sent, the remedy lies primarily with the Foundation and not the Program.

The Archaeology Program needs more money to permit funding of large long-term awards. 

The Archaeology program officer very strongly agrees. As the COV notes, the Program’s flexibility in balancing between award size, duration and number is tightly constrained.

There is a marked reduction in the number of ad hoc reviews. This is likely due to change to a fully electronic system.

This is a real problem that requires further analysis in order to craft viable solutions. At present, the Archaeology program officer does not like sending out reviewer reminder letters because individuals are donating their time and he does not think that it is proper to lean on them except in very unusual circumstances. He sends each proposal to six ad hoc reviewers and, given over 200 applications to the Program each year, this constitutes a significant burden on the community. The Archaeology program officer indicates that many individuals are overused as reviewers and he thinks that the situation would be worse if he increased the number to seven or eight per proposal. BCS will be looking at this systematically across individual programs in order to identify best practices more making improvements.

The jackets we reviewed contained none of the panelists’ individual reviews of these projects. 

This is a serious issue and reflects a deeper Division problem. Assuring that all reviews are in the jackets and that hard copies sent to the applicants (before we went to electronic notification) is the job of the Program Assistant and Senior Program Assistant. The absence of the panelists’ reviews over three years reflects a serious systemic weakness that involves training, supervision and job evaluation. Steps have been taken to remedy this, including the addition of a Center Manager to supervise program assistants, coordinate the handling of proposals, and develop a new system for tracking and evaluating status and delays.

The COV is critical of Career awards because of the large dollar amount such awards entail.

The Archaeology program officer agrees but is not in a position to change the system. Note, however, that there is a variance of opinion within the Division (discussed in the General Response, above) regarding the relative benefits of CAREER awards.

At the request of the Archaeology program officer, the COV considered whether the dissertation award ceiling should be raised from $12,000. It concluded the amount should remain unchanged.

   We shall follow the COV’s recommendation.

The panel recommended that the High Risk Proposal ceiling remain unchanged and that this grant category be continued.

   We shall follow the COV’s recommendation.

We would urge NSF to find more funding for training and research in archaeometry in the US, although not at the expense of funding for senior proposals.

The Archaeology program officer agrees that additional funding for this purpose would be worthwhile. However were new funds made available to the Program, this would not be his top priority. The program budget has actually decreased over the last several years and were additional money available he would use these funds to increase the duration and size of regular senior awards. This is a top NSF and Program priority. However the Program will also continue to support strongly the use of new analytic techniques. Such funding is proposal driven and the trend is likely to continue.

The COV recognizes and emphasizes the importance of digital technology for public outreach.

The Archaeology program officer agrees. The Program has funded, and will continue to fund, the development of digital tools that further ease sharing of information.

The COV recommends that the Program “add language to its promotional material stressing NSF’s commitment to effective digital data management and curation, and to ask investigators to state plans for long term archiving of digital data now being produced.

The Archaeology program officer agrees and will add a statement to the Program web site. He has also actively encouraged proposals that promise to develop relevant electronic structures for data storage and sharing. This is a major need within archaeology.

The COV suggests that the Program sponsor workshops and add to its web page information on what constitutes a well-designed NSF project. In the process it should emphasize that a wide range of topics - including some minimally funded by the Program - are eligible for consideration. 

This issue relates back to the first item, above. This suggestion is reasonable and the Archaeology program officer will add additional information to the web site. He also plans to organize a session at the Society for American Archaeology that addresses this issue and encourages researchers to think broadly.

However, at present the organizational division of Archaeology from the geosciences is preventing effective collaboration in this program and adversely impacts the program officer’s ability to creatively joint-fund projects. There is no question that US archaeology would be better served by NSF if closer cooperation with the natural science divisions within the agency could be achieved.

This comment refers to initiatives and not individual jointly reviewed proposals. The COV reviewed no such proposals and did not suspect a problem. The COV’s comment resulted from the Archaeology program officer’s explanation of the context within which the new Human and Social Dynamics (HSD) priority area was being developed and the limitations that such an approach entailed. Unfortunately, the Archaeology program officer thinks that the panel is correct and that while initiatives are designed to be NSF-wide and not constrained to single directorates, some limits do exist. We feel that, with sufficient internal cooperation and planning, the HSD priority area can provide exactly the kind of opportunity needed for internal bridge building between Archaeology and the natural science divisions at NSF. The Archaeology program officer will work closely with the chair of the HSD Implementation Group (HSDIG) to help improve these relationships.

The COV convincingly argues that some of the new funding that comes to NSF should be directed to disciplinary programs such as Archaeology.

The Archaeology program officer strongly agrees. We expect that budget increases, should they be forthcoming, will result in balanced growth between core budgets and special initiatives. In addition funding for the HSD priority area should, in the long run, result in significant increases in core budgets for the disciplinary programs.

Cultural Anthropology Program

Panelists should be encouraged to provide detailed constructive criticisms of proposals. 

We concur with this and will increase our instruction of panelists on the importance of detailed, constructive comments. 

Efficiency of review, time to decision. Fastlane has decreased the number of responsive reviewers; POs should be given authority to decline proposals with fewer than three reviews in six months.

In general, the Division feels that proposals should receive at least three reviews. However, there sometimes are special circumstances when fewer reviews might be adequate. We will conduct a systematic analysis of the reviewing patterns across the individual programs to establish inconsistencies and to identify best practices. If necessary, we will seek additional guidance within NSF regarding this matter.

Concern about scarce funds for larger projects

We concur with this concern and seek ways to improve program budgets. 

Number of reviews

While the number of reviews seems to have declined in recent years, the COV is mistaken in thinking that typical senior proposals received six external reviews; they were routinely sent to six external reviewers of who about four responded. NSF is concerned about the decline in reviewer response rates and will seek ways to ameliorate this problem. 

Increase number of longer duration and higher budget awards. 

The program is actively pursuing this strategy. In FY 2003 the program made two CAREER awards to outstanding junior scholars, at a serious cost to the program budget. We expect the news of these awards to have an impact on the field. 

Underrepresented groups might be under-participating due to general social biases in the nation’s population. 

The program is actively seeking to involve representatives of underrepresented groups in panels and in the reviewer pool. 

Abandon Ethnographc Research Training awards, institute new seminars on proposal writing.

The program will take this funding opportunity off of its web site and no longer solicit proposals. The program is planning a conference in May 2003 on the nature of summer workshops to be offered in order to advance science in cultural anthropology. The idea of having special workshops on proposal writing will be discussed. 

Physical Anthropology Program

Is the review process efficient and effective? 

The COV points out that “a limited percentage of requested referees actually sent in reviews…. More administrative support would help the PD to spend his time in other important functions.”  This is not a problem unique to the Physical Anthropology program. The support staff is minimally effective and cannot assist in obtaining reviews or prodding tardy reviewers. The process would be improved by the addition of a Scientist Assistant who could work on this and other matters. 

What is the nature of the database used from which reviewers are selected?

The COV comments: “In a very few cases, grants were sent to reviewers who were former students or intellectual colleagues of the PI.” 

The Physical Anthropology program officer contacted the head of the COV, Clark Larsen, to ask for more specifics. As for the “former students” aspect, he said the “N was 1.” The Physical Anthropology program officer has indicated that he certainly attempts to avoid sending proposals to those who have a clear COI, but sometimes an error slips in. Secondly, he point outs that “former students” are not necessarily a COI if the reviewer was not the thesis advisee of the PI. It is not clear that this distinction was considered by the COV.

As for the “intellectual colleagues of the PI” aspect, the Physical Anthropology program officer again asked for clarification. Larsen said that the members were referring to a situation in which a small number of investigators have worked on a similar problem, though not in collaboration, and that the program officer solicited a review from someone who has worked within this circumscribed area of investigation. The Physical Anthropology program officer would say that, in fact, this is a perfectly reasonable approach as long as potential conflicts of interest are taken into account. He indicates that he always strive to obtain a diversity of opinions.

Do the individual reviews “ … provide information for the principal investigator…” 

 The COV notes that some reviews are richer than others. This has always been the case and likely always will be. They do say that it would be “…especially useful if more reviews of the DDIGs included more constructive comments.” The Physical Anthropology program officer would argue that this is another good reason to go to an alternative review system for dissertation improvement proposals (see below).

Discuss issues identified by the COV concerning the quality and effectiveness of the program’s use of merit review procedures. 

Greater diversity of grants?  The COV comments: “certain fields were represented more poorly than anticipated.”  The Physical Anthropology program officer has indicated that he attempts to cast the net widely in attracting proposals. He posts opportunities, updates and informational pieces on the web site of the American Association of Physical Anthropologists and the Human Biology Association. He addresses both groups at their annual meetings. Regarding their mention of systematics as such a field, NSF BIO has a Systematics Program that has considered a number of such proposals dealing with Primates and thus may siphon off such proposals. Another named area is bioarchaeology and skeletal biology. Many investigators in this field submit proposals to Archaeology. The Archaeology and Physical Anthropology program directors often cooperate and co-review such proposals. Lastly the COV points to the need to support a greater range of experimental approaches. The Physical Anthropology program officer indicates that he certainly agrees with this goal and seeks to attain it. However, he points out that in fact we fund a number of proposals that cover a broad range of experimental procedures ranging from dental biomechanics, to postcranial growth to genetic technologies to nutritional assessment in children. Attention is paid to the distribution of funds across the discipline and he will endeavor to keep this concern in mind.

The COV goes on to say that it “might be advantageous to solicit more reviews from researchers in ‘cognate’ departments…” The Physical Anthropology program officer agrees and does attempt to identify such individuals. He does in fact have a small, personal database that identifies potential reviewers – both within anthropology departments and elsewhere. He also uses the web extensively to identify new reviewers. The Physical Anthropology program officer adds that many potential reviewers for proposals submitted to physical anthropology are in medical settings and he finds that they are less likely to assist with the review process.

Implementation of NSF Merit Review Criteria

Several comments are made regarding the use of both criteria and the emphasis on criterion 1. In sum, the COV acknowledges that the attention to criterion 2 is evolving. The COV considered actions through FY 2002. In FY 2003 all panel summaries and form 7s have directly addressed criterion 2 issues. 

Resulting Portfolio of Awards

Overall quality of the research…

The COV comments that “larger program budgets would enable additional scientifically meritorious research to be done.” Later in the report they reiterate this concern specifically in reference to the need to increase the program budget in order “to fund research in emerging but extremely important disciplines that are costly such as developmental biology, experimental biology, genetics and genomics. In addition, costly paleoanthropological field projects which yield valuable data are probably under funded….” The Physical Anthropology program officer fully concurs. An increased program budget would allow movement towards the goal of bigger and longer awards across the breadth of the discipline. See also the next response. 

Other Topics

DDIGs. The COV was asked to consider the current process for reviewing dissertation improvement proposals. They suggest that the award limit be raised to $15,000 from $12,000. This is a very reasonable suggestion. Currently approximately $240,000/year is fenced for DDIs. In FY 2003 the Physical Anthropology program officer is finding that this amount is insufficient to fund all deserving proposals. For some reason the number of submissions has gone up approximately 50% this year. If additional program funds are made available the Physical Anthropology program officer will certainly move towards this goal. 

The COV also prefers that we continue the current review process that is based solely on mail reviews and does not have any deadlines or target dates for submissions. They did consider the option the Physical Anthropology program officer offered of sending batches of similar proposals to pre-contacted reviewers. In this way there could be some control over the quality of reviews while also obtaining a comparative perspective on each proposal and yet not be constrained by panel meeting dates. The Physical Anthropology program officer will pursue this with potential “batch reviewers” at the Physical Anthropology meeting.

The COV commented: “We see the high risk grants as a good way of facilitating innovative proposals. These opportunities are not well exploited.” The Physical Anthropology program officer indicated that he is not clear exactly what the committee was driving at, so he asked Larsen. It appears that they had a discussion of the difficulties in obtaining funds for “risky” research via standard proposals. The Physical Anthropology program officer fully agrees. In FY 2002 the three anthropology programs collaboratively up-dated the announcement for High Risk Research in Anthropology (HRRA). This solicitation requires consultation with the appropriate program officer prior to submission of an application. Unlike SGERs these proposals must receive external reviews. In Physical Anthropology this prescreening has resulted in a situation where virtually all submissions (a small N) are funded. Several of these HRRA awards have led to subsequent senior proposals, but not all have. This in part results from the awards going to inherently risky projects – some of which fail to achieve their goal. 

Comments on the Review Process
The COV members would appreciate receiving more information in advance of the meeting.  

This is a goal towards which to strive.

Geography and Regional Science (GRS) Program

“Insufficient Data Provided” response to the question, “Does the program portfolio have an appropriate balance of institutional types?”

During their discussions with GRS program officers, COV members did not express any concerns regarding the balance of program funding among institutional types. Despite a large volume of data made available to them, COV members apparently did not believe that there was clear identification of what different institutional types NSF may have wanted them to consider. SBE leadership will bring this issue to the attention of NSF leadership so that COV members can more readily distinguish among different institutional types in determining the balance of funding.

“Data Not Available” response to the question, “Does the program portfolio have appropriate participation of underrepresented groups?”

As was the case for the balance among institutional types, GRS program officers received no comments in their discussions with COV members regarding concerns about funding provided for underrepresented groups. Because NSF has difficulty in obtaining consistent demographic information about its PIs (as disclosure of such information is voluntary by individuals and many choose not to disclose any), it is very difficult to systematically assess relevant data to answer a question like this. SBE leadership will bring this issue to the attention of NSF leadership so that questions asked of COVs or data provided to them can be changed in the future.

The COV believes that the GRS Program should develop a strategic plan that will help set the agenda for NSF-funded research in the discipline. This plan should include the identification of a set of topics where significant advances are possible in the next decade through the leveraging effects of federal funding. The development of the plan might usefully benefit from involvement of the AAG (Association of American Geographers) and the NRC‑COG (National Research Council’s Committee on Geography).

GRS program officers concur with the value of a strategic planning exercise that would allow the program to assess the efficacy of different kinds of funding strategies and better determine how its limited funds might be used for the greatest benefit. They also concur that the AAG and NRC‑COG can be valuable participants in this process, although they anticipate the need to cast as broad a net as possible for input and comments in order to provide opportunities for input to the diverse array of individuals in the communities served by GRS. The program officers are not certain that identification of specific topics on which to focus investments is the best or most appropriate strategy, but it is one of a number of questions that they will begin to examine in the remaining months of 2003 as they develop plans for undertaking a strategic planning exercise. They anticipate that the planning exercise itself would take six months to a year, with opportunities for community input provided at the AAG annual meeting in April 2004, at the NRC‑COG’s Spring 2004 meeting, and at other appropriate forums during the middle months of 2004.

The GRS Program is encouraged to update its web page to provide more information for geographers and regional scientists about current program priorities, types of grants available, review criteria, and nuggets.

GRS program officers concur with this recommendation, and they will try to make revision and regular updating of the web site a higher priority in the coming years.

The COV found inadequate attention being given to Merit Criterion 2 (broader impact) at all levels of the proposal process ranging from justification of the research by PIs through proposal review (ad hoc, panel, Form 7)…. The COV anticipates that it will still take several years for the geography community effectively to place its work in this broader context, and one interim strategy may involve program officers developing geography-specific guidelines in two ways: (1) a detailed articulation of the general requirements of Merit Criterion 2 into the context of geographic scholarship; and (2) examples of societal benefits of completed GRS projects. Current and past panelists would be a valuable resource in this regard, as would the many Final Project Reports submitted by PIs.

GRS Program officers concur that greater attention toward broader impacts of projects that are proposed as well as those that are funded is needed. They observe that some of the COV’s dissatisfaction with how broader impacts are addressed may result from the fact that the committee was examining jackets from as far back as FY 2000, while attention to Criterion 2 has been emphasized only in more recent years. The format for the Form 7 Review Analysis that GRS Program officers use to summarize proposal evaluation and to make explicit recommendations regarding funding has already been altered to make sure that broader impacts are explicitly addressed when proposals are received as well as when final recommendations are made regarding proposals. The program officers also are experimenting with a template to be used for panel summaries that will require panelists drafting these summaries to explicitly address broader impacts. As to the suggestions from the COV, the program officers believe that these are quite useful, and they look to develop statements for the web site that identify how broader impacts associated with geographic scholarship, citing a number of specific cases where this has been achieved.

The COV recommends that the program officers investigate the reasons underlying the trend of decline in reviewer response rate. In addition, program officers should begin contacting ad hoc reviewers personally when reviews are not forthcoming, and there is a strong preference for making contact prior to sending the proposal. Increasingly, this is becoming common practice with journals and other funding agencies and foundations, and there is a sense that such prior contact is demonstrative of professional courtesy.

GRS Program officers concur that the decline in reviewer responsiveness is a disturbing trend, and they will work to identify causes and take remedial action. They also concur that it likely is better to contact prospective reviewers beforehand, and limited experience has demonstrated that this approach can more than double response rates. The difficulty with full-fledged implementation of this strategy is that considerably more time is needed for such an approach. The program officers will continue to explore options like this, and they will discuss with division and directorate leadership whether a larger share of their time should be devoted to this kind of work (with an appropriate reduction in their efforts in one or more other areas).

Environmental Social and Behavioral Sciences (ESBS) Program

AD/SBE inquired as to why the COV was inconsistent in its insertion of appropriate responses (Yes, No, Data Not Available, or Not Applicable) for many questions.

The ESBS managing program officer does not know why the COV members did not provide these responses, as committee members did provide comments for every question. The program officer speculates that they so focused their attention on the comments that they forgot to use the “canned” answers.

Our responses in this section refer mostly to the BE/CNH program, as ESBS does not have its own review process. 

The ESBS managing program officer wants to clarify for the record that ESBS does have a coherent review process for the handful of new proposals administered through that program each year. NSF general guidelines and criteria are used to evaluate all proposals. Because of the very limited number of proposals evaluated directly through ESBS and the fact that other proposals transferred to ESBS for award management actually have been evaluated in other competitions, it was decided to have the COV focus on the BE/CNH proposals, as those were managed through BCS by the ESBS managing program officer.

Increase funding for this program to prevent discouragement from carrying out interdisciplinary work in environmental social science! 

The ESBS managing program officer as well as BCS division and SBE directorate leaders agree that the BE/CNH competition is under funded, and they will work with counterparts from other divisions and directorates to try to increase funding during the coming years.

Make sure to remind both successful and unsuccessful applicants of the importance of societal relevance of their proposals to funding success. 

The ESBS managing program officer concurs that it is important to communicate with PIs how broader impacts of their work were considered regardless of the funding recommendation. He will work with other program officers engaged in the BE/CNH competition as well as panelists to ensure that PIs are more aware that relevant broader impacts (including but not limited to societal significance) are used in decision making regarding proposals. He also will make sure that feedback to PIs who will receive awards includes explicit reference to the ways that funded projects are expected to have positive broader impacts

Given the importance of the modeling components to project success, greater representation of (applied) mathematics or other modeling/measurement disciplines, such as agent-based modelers or decision/risk theorists, may be useful for future panels (1 mathematician out of 28 panel members in 2001, and none at all in 2002).

The ESBS managing program officer fully agrees with the spirit of this recommendation, although he disagrees with the COV’s interpretation of relevant data. The multidirectorate team of program officers that collectively manages the BE/CNH competition consciously has sought to include mathematicians and statisticians as panel members since the special competition began in FY 2001. During that year, two panelists were chosen explicitly because of their math/stat expertise, while three members of the panels in FY 2002 and FY 2003 were from these communities. Many of these quantitative experts also are active in substantive areas, so it is possible that the COV members failed to identify these individuals as being mathematicians or statisticians. Furthermore, a number of panelists selected primarily because of their substantive expertise also have considerable knowledge regarding proper use of advanced quantitative methodologies. But while quibbling about past composition, there is no disagreement that it is essential that appropriate math/stat expertise be on panels, and in his capacity as a co-coordinator of the BE/CNH competition, the ESBS managing program officer will strive to ensure that there is appropriate expertise from this domain as well as from all other relevant communities.

We view it as important for SBE to continue to promote the development of Big Science within SBE through center-level funding and by extending lengths of grants from the traditional 3 yrs to 5-10 year time frames. The success, as measured by productivity and outreach, of the HDGC centers, needs to be maintained and when possible extended to other SBE competitions, such as Human and Social Dynamics. A balance between large grants to centers, and large grants to teams such as in CNH, and smaller grants to individuals, ensures that different modes of conducting science are supported, and that large-scale interdisciplinary efforts across the social, biological and physical sciences can be undertaken. 

The ESBS managing program officer plans to continue to maintain breadth regarding the size and duration of projects that it supports. A larger share of ESBS funds than for most other programs will continue to be invested in longer-term, larger projects, because shorter-term, smaller projects are more readily supported through regular programs. The COV’s recommendation for a mix of funding types has been conveyed to division and directorate leadership, and they will communicate these views to others engaged in the development of HSD and other competitions.

The [$]6.5 million for CNH (with contributions from ESBS) is going to larger grants, but this total amount is currently insufficient to fund high priority proposals. Do other parts of Biocomplexity have as low an acceptance rate (10%) as CNH? We feel strongly that CNH is under funded within the BE competition.

The ESBS managing program officer as well as BCS division and SBE directorate leaders concur that BE/CNH is under funded, and they will continue to work with colleagues in other NSF units to try to increase funding for this important competition.

NSF needs to seriously evaluate whether ESBS and CNH are being under funded relative to other programs.

As noted previously, ESBS, BCS, and SBE leaders will press for increased funding of BE/CNH activities. With respect to ESBS funding, BCS and SBE leaders will work to increase funding for this area while seeking to maintain appropriate balance among the many competing demands for additional funding across a broad range of SBE activities.

The relevance of the progress reports should be considered. Large, successful projects are well described, but smaller, shorter-term projects are incomplete or poorly described. Time lags of research findings and publications should be part of the progress reports. Increasing program staff to follow through with PI contacts to improve project reporting should be considered.

The ESBS managing program officer recognizes the difficulty of relying on progress reports for up-to-date information regarding outputs and outcomes of funded activity. He realizes that he should have worked in the months before the COV to ask PIs of projects to be considered by the COV but whose awards are managed in other divisions to update project reports as was done for all BCS-managed PIs. He also will work with other BE leaders to use the biennial meetings of BE PIs as a forum to educate the PIs on the need to regularly update information regarding the products and outcomes of their work. The next such meeting will be in Arlington in September 2003.

The ESBS managing program officer believes that more time could be given to regular communications with PIs to educate them and encourage them to submit more complete reports, although it is uncertain how this task would rank in a prioritization of his time relative to many other responsibilities he has assumed. He appreciates the COV’s suggestion that this task might be one that other staff could help out with, and he will explore with other AGS program officers the possible addition of a Science Assistant to the staff who might undertake this kind of work.

Given the great success of Center and Urban LTER projects, we recommend increasing ESBS funding level to enable additional awards in these categories in the future.

The ESBS managing program officer concurs with the COV recommendation. Plans are underway to conduct a competition in FY 2004 for a new generation of Environmental Social and Behavioral Science centers to replace the HDGC centers, whose core funding ends in FY 2003. (Existing centers will be eligible to compete, although other groups in the community also will be invited to make cases for what they might accomplish as centers with at least five years of funding at levels of up to $1.5 million annually.) The ESBS managing program officer also hopes to increase the amount of support to be provided to the Urban LTERs as well as to other LTERs that are explicitly broadening their approaches to address human-natural system interactions. The degree to which more support can go to centers, to LTER sites, and to other major efforts will be limited primarily by the overall level of funding placed in the ESBS program element or in other program elements managed in concert with ESBS.

Reallocate funds from small-scale developmental proposals towards training funds for young researchers to participate in Center or LTER research activities.

The ESBS managing program officer finds the notion of providing support to enable “young” investigators to become affiliated with larger group projects to be intriguing, and he will explore the idea with colleagues who collectively manage the BE/CNH competition as well as with colleagues from whom he seeks advice in the operation of ESBS. A number of models have been successfully employed in other NSF units, and they should provide insights as to what might be most effective in helping promising young investigators develop strong links with productive established groups.

While concurring that special efforts to support young investigators are especially worthy of consideration, the ESBS managing program officer is not sure that this support should come at the expense of developmental support. The progress reports from developmental projects have not made strong cases for what has been done, but in a number of cases, large BE/CNH awards have resulted from work undertaken by teams supported with developmental awards. The ESBS managing program officer will bring the question as to whether developmental awards should continue to be supported to the other program officers who collectively manage the BE/CNH competition with him, but he believes some flexibility in funding instruments is necessary, and he will not recommend doing away completely with BE/CNH development awards.


