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Dear Mr. Cooley and Mr. Arnolie:

The National Science Foundation’s (NSF) Advisory Committee on Business and Operations met on March 31, 2004 to consider ongoing issues at NSF, with special emphasis on the Framework for Assessing Organizational Excellence.
The committee offers the following thoughts and perspectives on the items discussed at the meeting.

BFA/IRM/CIO Updates 

Office of Budget, Finance, and Award Management.  The committee notes that several important issues were discussed by Mr. Tom Cooley:
· NSF’s FY 2005 Budget includes a 26 percent increase for Organizational Excellence, which Mr. Cooley noted is a direct reflection of the committee’s emphasis on establishing Organizational Excellence as a strategic goal for the agency.


· In the fall, the National Science and Technology Council Subcommittee on Research Business Models conducted four workshops where 43 issues of concern within the grantee community were identified and discussed.  Currently, the subcommittee is focusing on 10 of these issues, including conflict of interest and research misconduct.

· NSF’s approach to award monitoring begins with analyzing the risk factors associated with a given award (i.e. financial, administrative, programmatic, institutional).  Based on these factors, the “highest” risks are generally associated with new grantee institutions that do not have controls in place or staff with knowledge of compliance factors.  As such, of the 34,000 awards in NSF’s portfolio, only 42 are considered high risk, with another 619 considered medium risk.  Emphasis is being placed on early outreach to help the institutions receiving these awards.  NSF may also work with other auditing agencies to develop a certification program whereby an institution could be audited by one agency and approved for a pre-determined time period. Theoretically all of the participating auditing agencies would recognize the certification. The committee suggests that agencies selected for certification, should not be notified of their non-audit status. 

Office of Information and Resource Management. The committee recognizes the important issues noted by Mr. Anthony Arnolie:

· A comprehensive Human Resource Management (HRM) process re-engineering is currently underway. One component of this, the Workload Analysis Survey, was recently given to all NSF staff in order to measure the nature and volume of the workload at NSF. Additionally, NSF’s recently drafted Human Capital Management Plan is an actionable roadmap for human capital management and is very important to the overall process re-engineering effort.

· The Academy Dean, an IPA position, will be announced very shortly, as soon as the documentation is final. The committee emphasizes the importance of a Dean for the progression of the Academy and looks forward to seeing this position filled. 

The Academy will also benefit from the creation of an external advisory committee.  NSF will continue turning to this committee for advice on how to transform the Academy to a learning institution that touches all NSF employees. Currently, only 60-65 percent of NSF employees participate in Academy-sponsored learning. The committee suggests that sabbatical-like rotations outside of the agency or an “out-IPA” by NSF employees be included as part of the Academy’s learning opportunities

Office of the Chief Information Officer. Dr. George Strawn provided the committee with an overview of NSF’s approach to IT management:

· Currently, the federal government spends approximately $60 billion per year on information technology (IT).  NSF is a leader in many areas and a major player in many of the 25-eGovernment initiatives.

· NSF has a short list of items to meet within the GAO Study of Agency IT Management. Five of the items are related to strategic planning and performance measurement ( NSF needs to document more management processes, particularly for IT security requirements.  Four other areas of improvement are related to investment management ( NSF needs to create more formal capital planning and investment control.

The committee notes that NSF is a leader in many areas of IT, particularly in creating successful homegrown systems.  It is important to ensure that NSF is able to improve interoperability and scalability with the advancement of technology.

Merit Review: Effective Practices Reports
Upon reviewing the key findings presented by BoozAllenHamilton on effective practices for merit review, the committee offers the following thoughts and observations:

· NSF needs to be cognizant of the large amount of time spent by reviewers on proposals. Time spent by review activities detracts from the ability to meet submission deadlines for their own institutions. The burden of participation cannot be adequately offset by financial means alone. Additionally, institutions need to take steps to recognize those who serve and the contributions they make.


Lack of transparency in the internal decision-making process makes it difficult to decide upon which proposals the institution will put forward, given the limit imposed by NSF on the number of submissions per institution allowed.

We commend NSF on “leveling” the schedule of program deadlines ( distributing the deadlines throughout the year.

National Academy of Public Administration: Key Findings
The committee had the opportunity to review the executive summary of the National Academy of Public Administration’s (NAPA) report, National Science Foundation: Governance and Management for the Future and discuss the review process and the report findings with Jake Barkdoll and Paul Coppinger from NAPA.


· The committee agrees with the report finding ( one of NSF’s strengths is that the agency relies on extended resources such as rotators and proposal reviewers, like no other agency. The committee further emphasizes that rotators that come to NSF bring with them the latest in scientific knowledge and suggest a reverse option for career NSF employees to go to institutions as a sabbatical. This arrangement would benefit not just a single institution, but also the community as a whole.


· The committee suggests revising the language in the executive summary and using the legal language as it is specifically stated in the Inspector General (IG) Act. The executive summary did not clearly define the IG’s legal requirement to report to Congress and remain independent.

The committee looks forward to seeing the final report in its entirety.

Framework for Assessing Organizational Excellence

The committee continues to express strong support for the inclusion of the Organizational Excellence (OE) goal in NSF’s Strategic Plan and recognizes of NSF’s plans for assessing its achievements under OE.

Human Capital Management.  NSF’s Human Capital Management Plan (HCMP) encompasses a move for NSF from a task-based human capital management system to a competency-based system. The committee engaged in a discussion about NSF’s HCMP and subsequently determined it could best serve NSF by validating NSF’s human capital management assessment of itself within an NSF-defined framework. Additional comments include:

· While the HCMP is strategic by design, more metrics and dates should be included for assessment purposes.

The committee agrees that this project should be linked back to the business analysis and that a clear path for employee development should be established. The planned simplification of job families will be a challenge but will be beneficial and important to the process.

Technology-Enabled Business Processes. The committee was pleased to learn about the current and future direction of NSF’s IT systems, particularly how NSF blends its IT and business processes. Most noteworthy, NSF does not use technology in a vacuum, but takes into account how IT impacts NSF business operations. However, one word of caution, because NSF is so dependent upon technology, any technological interruption can disrupt foundation-wide operations. IT investments will be made in three focused areas:

· Grants management
· Technology to achieve the HCMP
Maintaining base architecture

The committee agrees that Foundation-wide IT needs to be brought up to speed with the latest innovations without losing sight of the agency mission and customer-focus.  An example of this is FastLane’s inability to allow the customer to retain in a database, a copy of the information that is sent to NSF. The committee requests that it be kept informed of the progress particularly in the area of eGrants ( a one-size-fits-all approach may not be the best. A possible solution is to design eGrants with a common store front for all agencies to share, but leave the back office unique to each agency’s needs.

Performance Assessment.  The objectives for performance assessments and how their implementation aids the mission of NSF were discussed.  There are three highlighted areas of assessment: 

· President’s Management Agenda (PMA)

· Government Performance and Results Act (GPRA)

· Program Assessment Ratings Tool (PART)

Committee input on NSF objectives will be used by the Advisory Committee for GPRA Performance Assessment (AC/GPA) to plug in information needed to evaluate organizational excellence at the June AC/GPA meeting. One of NSF’s challenges is to ensure that more time is spent on performing instead of assessing. 

The committee looks forward to seeing the results of NSF’s assessment and discussing them via teleconference in late May or early June.

Meeting with NSF Deputy Director Joseph Bordogna

As always, the committee found the discussion with Dr. Joseph Bordogna to be especially enlightening and informative, and wishes to express sincere thanks to him for the time spent with the committee. The committee concurs with Dr. Bordogna that, “people are at the center core of systems, not technology.” He asked the question for the Committee to ponder, “Is technology driving people or people driving technology?” The committee looks forward to further discussion on this topic.   

In closing, we hope these observations help to inform and guide the foundation as it addresses the range of issues discussed at the meeting.  We would like to thank the staff who helped make this meeting a successful one.  We look forward to reviewing anticipated progress on the various issues discussed at this meeting and to discussing other mission-critical issues at our next meeting.

On behalf of the committee,

Dr. Peter D. Blair

Chair, March 31, 2004 Meeting
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