Charge to the Polar Research Support Section

Committee of Visitors

This Committee of Visitors(COV)  is an ad hoc subcommittee of the Office Advisory Committee (OAC) for the Office of Polar Programs (OPP).  It is charged with reviewing the activities of the Polar Research Support Section (PRSS) within the Office of Polar Programs and preparing a summary report to the Office Advisory Committee.  Each major activity within the National Science Foundation undergoes a COV review every three years.  The present review will cover PRSS activities over the three-year period 1998-2000 (fiscal years) that has elapsed since the previous review.

The primary broad goals of the Section are to plan for, provide and manage logistical support that enables researchers supported by U.S. federal agencies to conduct forefront research effectively and safely in Antarctica and the surrounding Southern Ocean, to do so in an environmentally responsive manner, and to provide other technical input to NSF offices relevant to the management of contracting organizations.  The Committee is charged with assessing the effectiveness of the PRSS in achieving these goals.

In addition, NSF has established agency-wide core questions for COVs, including performance goals in connection with the Government Performance and Results Act.  These goals are listed in Attachment I (Section B of “FY 2001 Core Questions for NSF Committees of Visitors”).  Not all goals pertain to all activities; those relevant to PRSS are shaded.  A second broad charge to the Committee is to evaluate PRSS performance in these areas.

Specific Questions To Be Addressed:

1. Have the processes used by PRSS to establish its priorities been effective in capturing the needs and priorities of the Antarctic research community?

2. Has the balance between PRSS support of current research and investment on infrastructure improvements been appropriate, given overall policy and budget constraints.

3. Has PRSS supported Antarctic research and associated educational activity, providing the logistics, equipment, and infrastructure in an effective, efficient, and cost-effective manner?

4. Has PRSS managed the mix of contractors and federal agency providers of logistics capabilities so as to meet the program’s goals?  Is the mix an appropriate one?

5. Have PRSS responsibilities for tasking and oversight of contractor activities been effectively met and appropriately documented? (These responsibilities provide the framework within which NSF Contracting Officers administer the contracts.

6. Has PRSS established appropriate performance measures for the activities of its contractors and federal partners that provide logistics or other support to the USAP?   How well have these performance goals or measures been met?

7. Has PRSS planned and managed South Pole Station Construction effectively?

8. Has PRSS managed USAP activities in an environmentally responsible manner?

9. Has PRSS met the applicable goals of the Government Performance and Results Act that are identified in Attachment I?

FY 2001 Core Questions for NSF Committees of Visitors (COV)

Guidance to NSF Staff and COV Members

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). It is important to understand that COV reports are used in assessing agency progress in meeting government required reporting of performance, and are subject to review by the public.

This document provides guidance to NSF staff and COV members who are preparing for FY2001 COV reviews.  Instructions have been revised and updated to reflect contents of the NSF FY 2001 Final Revised Performance Plan. This document is intended to be used together with Subchapter 300-Committee of Visitors Reviews (NSF Manual 1, Section VIII), the Report Template for COV’s, and the NSF FY 2001 Final Revised Performance Plan.  COV members are encouraged to comment on the process, format, and questions, to give feedback to NSF on how to improve in these areas, as well as program performance.
The COV report should provide an assessment of NSF’s performance in 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 investments in the form of outputs and outcomes which appear over time. The COV also explores the relationships between award decisions and program/NSF-wide goals in order to determine the likelihood that the portfolio will lead to desired results in the future.

Discussions leading to answers for part (A) will require study of confidential material such as declined proposals and reviewer comments, and these discussions will take place in closed session. COVs should not include confidential material or specific information about declined proposals in their report. Discussions leading to answers for part (B) will involve study of non-confidential material such as results of NSF-funded projects, and these discussions must take place in open session.

The core questions are a basic set of questions that NSF must respond to as a whole, when reporting annually 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 or Directorate. The program(s) under review may include several subactivities, and NSF-wide activities. The directorate may instruct the COV to provide answers addressing a cluster or group of programs - a portfolio of activities integrated as a whole- or to provide answers specific to the subactivities of the program-with the latter requiring more time but providing better detail and more information. The Division or Directorate may choose to add questions relevant to the activities under review.  Not all core questions are relevant to all programs. COV’s should comment when questions are not applicable to the program under review and explain why the goal is not applicable.

Results should be assessed with respect to the FY 2001 GPRA Strategic Outcome Goals. Specific examples which illustrate goal achievement or significant impact should be provided in the COV report, with a brief explanation of the broader significance for each, and an NSF grant number.  Weaknesses should be identified.  Clear justifications for ratings are critical – ratings without justifications will not be used for agency reporting purposes.  Each report must be signed by the COV members.

Attachment 1

FY 2001 Core Questions for NSF Committees of Visitors (COVs)

A. Integrity and Efficiency of the Program’s Processes & Management

Based on the COV’s study of proposal actions completed within the past three fiscal years, please provide comments on each of the following aspects of the program’s review processes and management.  COVs are encouraged to provide comments for each program being reviewed.  Constructive comments indicating areas for improvement are encouraged.  

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

a.   Overall design, including appropriateness of review mechanism (panels, ad hoc reviews,         site visits);

b.   Effectiveness of program’s review process;

c. Efficiency; time to decision;

d. Completeness of documentation making recommendations;

e. Consistency with priorities and criteria stated in the program’s solicitations, announcements, and guidelines.

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

a. Performance Goal: Implementation of Merit Review Criteria by Reviewers: NSF performance in implementation of the merit review criteria is successful when reviewers address the elements of both generic review criteria.  Did reviewers adequately address the elements of both generic review criteria?
b. Performance Goal: Implementation of Merit Review Criteria by Program Officers: NSF performance in implementation of the merit review criteria is successful when program officers address the elements of both generic review criteria.  Did program officers adequately address the elements of both generic review criteria?
c. Discuss any concerns the COV has with respect to NSF’s merit review system.

The COV should keep track of the percentage of reviewers and program officers who address the merit review criterion regarding the broader impacts of the proposed activity.
3.   Reviewer selection:

a. Use of adequate number for balanced review;

b. Use of reviewers having appropriate expertise/qualifications; 

c. Use of reviewers reflecting balance among characteristics such as geography, type of institution, and underrepresented groups;

d. As appropriate, recognition and resolution of conflicts of interest by NSF staff and adequacy of documentation justifying actions taken.

4. Resulting portfolio of awards:

a. Overall quality of science/engineering;

b. Appropriateness of award scope, size, and duration;

c. Effective identification of and support for emerging opportunities;

d. Appropriate attention to maintaining openness in the system, for example, through the support of new investigators;

e. Evidence that proposers have addressed the integration of research and education in proposals;

f. Evidence of increased numbers of applications from underrepresented groups;

g. Balance of projects characterized as 

· High-risk

· Multidisciplinary

· Innovative

B.  Results:  Outputs and Outcomes of NSF Investments

This section is to be based on the COV’s study of award results, which are direct and indirect accomplishments of projects supported by the program.  These projects should be currently active or closed out during the previous three fiscal years.  The study may also include significant impacts and advances that have developed since the previous COV review and are demonstrably linked to NSF investments, regardless of when the investments were made.  Incremental progress made on results reported in prior fiscal years may also be considered.

The attached questions pertain to the NSF Strategic Outcome Goals as stated in the NSF 2001-2006 GPRA Strategic Plan.  NSF asks the COV to reach a consensus regarding the degree to which past investments in research and education have measured up to the GPRA annual strategic outcome goals.

Most of the questions may be answered with brief narratives, which cite NSF-supported examples of results.  Grant numbers should be included.  For some questions, the GPRA Plan requires the program’s performance to be assessed against a set of criteria that define successful performance. COV’s should provide examples of results, which justify and support the performance rating.  If no rating is given for a strategic outcome, a rationale should be provided, i.e., insufficient information, strategic outcome not relevant to program goals, etc., with a brief explanation. 

The COV’s should address each question. However, the questions may not apply equally to all programs.  COVs may conclude that the program under review appropriately has little or no effect on progress toward a strategic outcome, and should note that conclusion in the COV’s report.

As stated previously, the COV is encouraged to provide written comments on the process, format and questions, thereby providing feedback to NSF to improve these areas.  COV members are also encouraged to comment on the program’s performance in meeting program-specific (non-GPRA) goals and objectives.

NSF investments produce results that appear over time.  For each strategic outcome, the COV should look carefully at and comment on (1) noteworthy achievements of the year based on NSF awards; (2) the ways in which funded projects have collectively affected progress toward strategic outcomes; and (3) expectations for future performance based on the current set of awards. 

PEOPLE STRATEGIC OUTCOME GOAL: Development of a diverse, internationally-competitive and globally-engaged workforce of scientists, engineers, and well-prepared citizens.

FY 2001 Performance Goal: The program is successful when, in the aggregate, results reported in the period demonstrate significant achievement in one or more of the following indicators:

· Improved mathematics, science and technology skills for U.S. students at the K-12 level;

· Improved mathematics, science and technology skills for citizens of all ages, so that they can be competitive in a technological society; 

· A science and technology and instructional workforce that reflects America's diversity;

· Globally engaged science and engineering professionals who are among the best in the world; and 

· A public that is provided access to the processes and benefits of science and engineering research and education.

5.  Is the program’s performance successful for this outcome goal? Provide NSF-supported examples and explain why they are relevant or important for this outcome.  If performance is not successful, comment on steps that the program should take to improve performance. Please indicate if this outcome is not relevant to the program and provide a brief explanation.

IDEAS STRATEGIC OUTCOME GOAL:  Enabling discovery across the frontier of science and engineering, connected to learning, innovation and service to society.

FY 2001 Performance Goal: The program is successful when, in the aggregate, results reported in the period demonstrate significant achievement in one or more of the following indicators:

· A robust and growing fundamental knowledge base that enhances progress in all science and engineering areas including the science of learning; 

· Discoveries that advance the frontiers of science, engineering, and technology; 

· Partnerships connecting discovery to innovation, learning, and societal advancement; and; 

· Research and education processes that are synergistic.
6.  Is the program’s performance successful for this outcome? Provide NSF-supported examples and explain why they are relevant or important for this outcome.  If performance is not successful, comment on steps that the program should take to improve performance. Please indicate if this outcome is not relevant to the program and provide a brief explanation.

TOOLS STRATEGIC OUTCOME GOAL: Providing broadly accessible, state-of-the-art information bases and shared research and education tools.
FY 2001 Performance Goal: The program is successful when, in the aggregate, as a result of its investments, results reported in the period demonstrate significant progress in achieving one or more of the following indicators:

· Shared use platforms, facilities, instruments, and databases that enable discovery;

· Shared use platforms, facilities, instruments, and databases that enhance the productivity and effectiveness of the science and engineering workforce;

· Networking and connectivity that takes full advantage of the Internet and makes SMET information available to all citizens; and 

· Information and policy analyses that contribute to the effective use of science and engineering resources.

7.  Is the program’s performance successful for this outcome?  Provide NSF-supported examples and explain why they are relevant or important to the outcome.  If performance is not successful, comment on the steps that the program should take to improve performance. Please indicate if this outcome is not relevant to the program and provide a brief explanation.

8. For each relevant area of emphasis shown below, 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.

Strategic Outcome: People

· K-12 systemic activities
· Enhancing instructional workforce/professional development
-
Centers for Learning and Teaching (CLT)

-
Graduate Teaching Fellows in K-12 Education

· Broadening participation 

· Tribal Colleges

-
Partnerships for Innovation (PFI)

· Addressing near-term workforce needs

-
Advanced Technological Workforce program (ATE)

Strategic Outcome: Ideas
· Appropriate Balance of Portfolio (high risk, multidisciplinary or innovative research) for each NSF  program

· Investment in three initiatives:

-    Information Technology Research (ITR)

-    Nanoscale Science and Engineering 

-    Biocomplexity in the Environment

· Investments in non-initiative fundamental research:

-
Mathematical Sciences Research 

-
Functional Genomics

-
Cognitive Neuroscience

Strategic Outcome: Tools

· Investments in  Major Research Equipment:
-
Terascale Computing System
· Continuing investments:
-    Major Research Instrumentation Program (MRI)

-    Science & Engineering Information/reports/databases

-    New types of scientific databases and tools for using them

9.  Please comment on program areas needing improvement.

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

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

        questions.
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