









November 30, 2001

Memorandum

From:

Assistant Director for Social, Behavioral and Economic Sciences (SBE)

To:

Chair, SBE Advisory Committee

Subject:
Directorate Self-Assessment

The Directorate for Social, Behavioral and Economic Sciences has prepared a separate document presenting evidence and examples related to our performance on the FY 2001 NSF goals.  As you know, SBE did not have Committees of Visitors (COV) scheduled for this period.  Consequently, I have reviewed the information we have provided in order to add my own assessment for your use in preparing your report.

Overall, I find that the SBE Directorate has been successful in meeting each outcome-oriented performance goal and indicator for which it has responsibility, as follows:

People

· Improved mathematics, science, and technology skills for U.S. students at the K-12 level and 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.
· A public that is provided access to the benefits of science and engineering research and education.

Ideas

· 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.

· Research and education processes that are synergistic.

Tools

· Shared-use platforms, facilities, instruments, and databases that enable discovery and enhance the productivity and effectiveness of the science and engineering workforce.

· Networking and connectivity that take full advantage of the Internet and make science, mathematics, engineering and technology information available to all citizens.

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

While recognizing that the lack of COV reports removes one objective source of information, I believe that the examples cited provide solid evidence of accomplishment.  We have taken action to adjust our COV scheduling for the future so that at least one COV or other external review body convenes each year, with the reports produced in time for adequate Advisory Committee review.

In addition, I note that SBE has met or exceeded all the selected FY 2001 GPRA Investment Process and Management Goals, as reported through the NSF Enterprise Information System, with exception of the goals regarding increasing the average annualized award size and average duration of awards for research projects.  The average award size for the directorate was $66,567 in FY 2001 – an increase of  31% from the average in FY 2000 ($50,861) – while the average duration remained the same at 2.3 years.  We have placed an emphasis on increasing these numbers, and I believe that we are making progress.  However, our success in these areas is affected by our budget and the nature of many SBE research proposals which involve single investigator awards for smaller projects.

Finally, I have requested information from SBE program staff regarding the informed use of both merit review criteria by reviewers and program officers in making their funding determinations.  It appears that, in FY 2001, almost all reviewers address both criteria because the form used by reviewers explicitly requires them to address both and program officers generally follow up for the information.  Similarly, program officers addressed both criteria most of the time in preparing their recommendations, as well as additional items that may fit under technical merit (e.g. PI qualifications; benefit of collaboration).  Staff indicated that there is clearly a strong emphasis on adhering to these guidelines, more than the case was when the review form had six or seven criteria.

Most applicants either explicitly address this issue or this issue is implicitly addressed in their proposal.  Most research topics, even those that are narrowly focused or are very technical, have potentially broad impacts because they are addressing or feeding into the issue of how science impacts society.  Examples include proposals on IT (developing data on social impact and international comparisons), commercialization of university research, linkage between university research and industry, commercial R&D alliances, industry R&D PPPs (which will help gauge international comparisons of industry R&D), and statistical characteristics of R&D systems (which is part of a broader research effort examining these characteristics in other fields and phenomenon).            

For FY 2002, the SBE divisions have developed specific guidance for reviewers on using Criteria 2, and have initiated a new requirement that all recommendations must address both generic criteria.  We expect that this additional emphasis will ensure that the agency goal is fully met, as well as improving the quality of the review and decision processes.







Norman M. Bradburn

