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1. The COV notes that, while most merit review procedures were found to be effective, a wide variance in the overall quality and level of detail of the reviews was observed.  The COV suggests that templates, similar to the templates used in the various ERC reviews, be employed in all programs.  

EEC has implemented review templates in all programs to give reviewers guidance concerning the issues to be addressed in the review.

2. The COV suggests that the reviewer pool should be expanded to include more women, younger reviewers and more reviewers from industry.

The NSF data collection system does not track the age, gender or employer of reviewers.  However, reviewers are encouraged to self-identify their gender, ethnic or racial information.  In FY 2003, only 108 of 534 (20%) reviewers elected to self-identify.  Of these, 38% were from underrepresented groups.  In FY 2002, 70 of 394 (18%) self-identified and 36% of these were from underrepresented groups.  No data is available for FY 2001 or previous years.  Obviously, it’s very difficult to draw any significant conclusions from these data.

3. The COV notes the success of the “critical mass” investments in ERCs and recommends that EEC should consider moving towards providing significantly greater funding for each of a smaller number of high priority projects in its other programs. 

Average annual award size increased from $84,170 in FY 2001 to $134,925 in FY 2002 to $137,159 in FY 2003.  These averages include $3-4 million awards for ERCs and $100,000 planning grants, so averages may not be very informative.  The $1.5 million ($500K annual) implementation awards for the Department-Level Reform of Undergraduate Engineering Education Program in FY 2003 provided “critical mass” funding to 4 departments in FY 2003, the one new example of such funding during the period.

4. The COV recommends that oversight of programs of the scale of the Coalitions program should be increased over that observed during the period of the review.  

We agree that the Engineering Education Coalition Program would have benefited from increased oversight and that future programs of this scale should receive such oversight.  The Greenfield Coalition, the only Coalition active during the entire review period, had two formal, annual site visits, in FY 2001 and FY 2002.  The site visit teams made substantive suggestions for improving the program and Greenfield was responsive to their suggestions.   Although no site visits or formal review panels have been held for the other coalitions, they have been called to NSF, individually and as a group, to report on their efforts and to verify that they are making progress towards producing products that can be widely used.  They have greatly improved the documentation of their accomplishments and are maintaining websites that make them accessible.

5. The COV finds EEC programs to be highly successful in meeting the “people” goal, with many programs having a significant impact on diversity, curricula, and pre-college outreach and urges, in particular, that more effort should be made to use media professionals to get the word out.

We have been working with the Public Affairs Office of the NSF to do so.  As a result, EEC has become a popular source of information, particularly on engineering education and workforce issues.  For example: the Engineering News-Record did a major feature on Civil Engineering Education in October 2002 in which the Coalitions were featured; Automotive Engineering International did a feature on industry-university partnerships to educate automotive engineers in January 2004, and; the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel did a feature entitled US Faces Decline in Engineers as Student Programs Grow Overseas in February 2004.

6. The COV urges studies to answer the “big” questions: What will EEC look like in 5-10 years?  Have the Engineering Education Coalitions truly achieved systemic reform?  What are the impacts on society of EEC?  

EEC is moving towards enabling the transition of engineering at US universities beyond the disciplinary engineering science paradigm of the post-Sputnik era.  This interdisciplinary world of engineering is the one today’s engineers work in.  Faculty need support to learn techniques for assisting students in developing the skills they need to function in the open-ended problem solving environment in which they will eventually work.  This challenge highlights the convergence of the engineering education and centers programs of EEC.  The centers generate interdisciplinary learning environments around major industry-university research projects, while the education programs prepare broad-based curricula to accept new ways of thinking about established disciplines or to mold totally new disciplines. 

7. The COV suggests that aggressive efforts should be made to assess the impact of distance learning technologies on engineering education, with the incorporation of results from studies done in the EHR and SBE Directorates of the NSF as a first step. 

I guess we dropped the ball on this one.  We were unable to identify pre-existing EHR and/or SBE studies on the effectiveness of distance learning technologies.  We have the capability to contract for such a study and might even consider sponsoring a World Technology Evaluation Center (WTEC) study of worldwide experience, if the current COV thinks it is advisable.

8. The COV was unable to adequately assess the diversity, geographic distribution or professional affiliation of reviewers, due to the need to infer such characteristics from an individual’s name, graduation date or place of employment.  Part of this problem results from legal restrictions on NSF’s ability to request or record data concerning age, gender or ethnicity.  However, the COV rightly asks whether it is reasonable to ask them to evaluate the status of programs with respect to these factors if the required data cannot be collected and provided to them.

We share the same frustration.  The Engineering Directorate is looking into establishing systems for this purpose.  The core of such systems is prompting individuals until they self-identify their characteristics.

9. Finally, the COV requested that their instructions be modified to better specify the expectations of the NSF with respect to the deliverables from the COV process.  In particular, it was not clear to all members that all of the questions presented in the COV template might not apply to EEC and much time was wasted in attempting to answer such questions.  They also requested that the individual roles of the COV members be defined before the COV meeting, so that interactions among them can start in advance.  In addition, they requested that COV materials be provided on CD-ROM and that they should include a “big picture” document, showing where EEC fits into the overall NSF structure.  These suggestions seem reasonable and should be implemented.

The NSF-wide COV guidelines have been extensively modified and improved, based on feedback received from COVs during the past 3 years.  We hope it has helped.  For this particular COV, we are experimenting with starting the review process prior to the meeting and using NSF’s electronic systems.  This may be the first time COV members have been given access to NSF systems before the meeting.  We look forward to your comments.
