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Proposal & Award Process Timeline 



The Proposal & Award Policies & 
Procedures Guide (PAPPG) 
contains documents relating to 
NSF's proposal and award 
process. It has been designed for 
use by both our customer 
community and NSF staff and 
consists of two parts. 
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The Proposal & Award Policies & 
Procedures Guide 



Part I is NSF’s proposal 
preparation and submission 
guidelines – the NSF Grant 
Proposal Guide (GPG) and the 
NSF Grants.gov Application Guide. 

Part II is NSF’s Award and 
Administration Guide (AAG) – the 
documents used to guide, manage, 
and monitor the award and 
administration of grants and 
cooperative agreements made by 
NSF. 
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The Proposal & Award Policies & 
Procedures Guide 



•  Provides guidance for 
preparation and submission of 
proposals to NSF 

•  Describes process – and 
criteria – by which proposals 
will be reviewed 

•  Outlines reasons why a 
proposal may be returned 
without review 

•  Describes process for 
withdrawals, returns, and 
declinations 
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Grant Proposal Guide 



What to Look For in a Program 
Announcement or Solicitation 

•  Goal of Program 
•  Eligibility 
•  Special proposal preparation and/or award 

requirements 



Navigating a Program Description 



Navigating a Program Solicitation 



No Deadlines – 
Proposals may be 
submitted at any time 
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Types of Proposal Submissions 



Target Dates –  
Talk to the Program 
Office if you think you 
might miss the date 
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Types of Proposal Submissions 



Deadline Dates – 
Proposals will not be 
accepted after this date 
and time (5 p.m. 
submitter’s local time) 
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Types of Proposal Submissions 



Submission Windows –  
Closing date converts to a 
deadline date 
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Types of Proposal Submissions 



Letters of Intent –  
Enables better management 
of reviewers and panelists 
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Types of Proposal Submissions 



Preliminary Proposals –  
Sometimes required, 
sometimes optional 
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Types of Proposal Submissions 



Proposals Not Accepted 
•  Proposals that do not contain the following required 

sections may not be accepted by FastLane: 
–  Project Summary 
–  Project Description 
–  References Cited 
–  Biographical Sketch(es) 
–  Budget 
–  Budget Justification 
–  Current and Pending Support 
–  Facilities, Equipment and Other Resources 
–  Data Management Plan 
–  Postdoctoral Mentoring Plan (if applicable) 
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Some proposal documents are for “NSF Use Only” and 
are not provided to reviewers 
•  Authorization to deviate from proposal preparation 

requirements 
•  List of suggested reviewers to include or not to include 
•  Proprietary or privileged information 
•  Proposal certifications 

-  Information about collaborators and other affiliations 
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Single Copy Documents 



Cover Sheet  
(Required) 
Many of the boxes 
on the cover sheet 
are electronically 
prefilled as part of 
the FastLane login 
process. 

Example from 
FastLane 
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Sections of an NSF Proposal 



Project Summary (Required) 
Text boxes must contain an Overview 
and Statements on Intellectual Merit 
and Broader Impacts. 

Proposals that do not separately 
address the Overview and both merit 
review criteria in text boxes will not be 
accepted by FastLane. 

Project summaries with special 
characters must be uploaded as a 
PDF document. 

Text from the GPG 
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Sections of an NSF Proposal 



Project Description 

Proposers should address 
what they want to do, why they 
want to do it, how they plan to 
do it, how they will know if they 
succeed, and what benefits 
could accrue if the project is 
successful. 

A separate section within the 
narrative must include a 
discussion of the broader 
impacts of the proposed 
activities 

Text from the GPG 

Sections of an NSF Proposal 



Results from Prior NSF 
Support  
 

If any PI or co-PI identified on the 
project has received NSF funding with a 
start date in the past five years 
(including any current funding and no 
cost extensions), information on the 
award is required for each PI and co-PI, 
regardless of whether the support was 
directly related to the proposal or not. 
Funding includes not just salary 
support, but any funding awarded by 
NSF. Each PI and co-PI who has 
received more than one award 
(excluding amendments) must report on 
the one award most closely related to 
the proposal.  

Text from the GPG 

Sections of an NSF Proposal 



References Cited   

Reference information is 
required, and proposers 
must follow accepted 
scholarly practices in 
providing citations for 
source materials. 

Text from the GPG 

Sections of an NSF Proposal 



Biographical 
Sketches  

Biographical sketches 
are required for all 
senior project 
personnel and must not 
exceed two pages in 
length, per individual. 

Text from the GPG 

Sections of an NSF Proposal 



Budget  

Each proposal must 
contain a budget for 
each year of support 
requested. The budget 
justification should be 
no more than three 
pages for all years of 
the project combined. 

Example from 
FastLane 

Sections of an NSF Proposal 



Information regarding budgetary guidelines can be found 
in both the GPG and in the Award & Administration Guide 
(AAG), as well as NSF program solicitations. 
Amounts should be: 

•  Realistic and 
reasonable 

•  Well-justified and 
should establish need 

•  Consistent with 
program guidelines 

Eligible costs consist of: 

•  Personnel 

•  Equipment 

•  Travel 

•  Participant support 
•  Other direct costs  

(e.g., subawards, consultant 
services, computer services, and 
publications costs) 

Budgetary Guidelines 



•  Inclusion of voluntary committed cost sharing is 
prohibited in solicited & unsolicited proposals. 

–  To be considered voluntary committed cost sharing, the cost 
sharing must meet all of the standards of 2 CFR § 200.306, 
to include identification of cost sharing on the NSF budget. 

–  Line M will be “grayed out” in FastLane. 

•  Organizations may, at their own discretion, continue 
to contribute any amount of voluntary uncommitted 
cost sharing to NSF-sponsored projects. 

NSF Cost Sharing Policy 



Facilities, Equipment, and Other Resources  

This section of the proposal is used to assess the 
adequacy of the organizational resources available 
to perform the effort proposed. 

Sections of an NSF Proposal 



Current & Pending 
Support  

This section of the 
proposal calls for 
information on all current 
and pending support for 
ongoing projects and 
proposals. 

Example from 
FastLane 

Sections of an NSF Proposal 



Special Information 
and Supplementary 
Documentation  

This segment should 
alert NSF officials to 
unusual circumstances 
that require special 
handling; more 
information can be found 
in the GPG Chapter II.C.
2.j. 

Text from the GPG 

Sections of an NSF Proposal 



•  Postdoctoral Mentoring Plans 

•  Data Management Plans 

•  Letters of Support versus Letters of Collaboration  

•  International Implications 

Special Information and Supplementary 
Documentation 



Other Types of NSF Proposals 

•  RAPID 
•  EAGER 
•  Ideas Lab 
•  Equipment 
•  Conference 
•  International Travel 
•  Fellowship 
•  Facility/Center 



The RAPID funding mechanism is for projects having a 
severe urgency with regard to availability of, or access to 
data, facilities or specialized equipment, including quick-
response research on natural or anthropogenic disasters 
and similar unanticipated events. 

Grants for Rapid Response Research 
(RAPID) 
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•  The EAGER funding mechanism may be used to 
support exploratory work in its early stages on untested, 
but potentially transformative, research ideas or 
approaches.  

•  This work is considered especially "high risk-high payoff" 
because it involves radically different approaches, 
applies new expertise, or engages novel disciplinary or 
interdisciplinary perspectives.  

EArly-concept Grants for Exploratory 
Research (EAGER) 
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Ideas Lab 
•  Supports the development and implementation of 

creative and innovative project ideas that have the 
potential to transform research paradigms and/or solve 
intractable problems. 

•  Project ideas typically will be high-risk/high-impact, as 
they represent new and unproven ideas, approaches 
and/or technologies. 

•  Modeled on the "sandpit" workshops that are a key 
component of the United Kingdom Research Council’s 
"IDEAs Factory" program. 
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Conferences 
•  NSF supports conferences in special areas of science 

and engineering that bring experts together to discuss 
recent research or education findings or to expose 
other researchers or students to new research and 
education techniques. 

•  Conferences will be supported only if equivalent results 
cannot be obtained at regular meetings of professional 
societies.  

•  Proposals should generally be made at least a year in 
advance of the scheduled date. 
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Equipment 
•  Proposals for specialized equipment may be submitted 

by an organization for: 
–  Individual investigators;  

–  Groups of investigators within the same department; 

–  Several departments;  

–  Organization(s) participating in a collaborative or joint arrangement;  

–  Components of an organization; or  

–  A region.  

•  One individual must be designated as PI.  
•  Investigators may be working in closely related areas or 

their research may be multidisciplinary.  
•  Major Research Instrumentation (MRI) Program for large-

scale instrumentation acquisition.  
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International Travel 

•  Proposals for travel support for U.S. participation in 
international scientific and engineering meetings held 
abroad are handled by the NSF organizational unit 
with program responsibility for the area of interest. 

•  Group travel awards are encouraged as the primary 
means of support for international travel.  

•  Group travel proposals may request support only for 
the international travel costs of the proposed activity. 
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Facility / Center 
•  Centers exploit opportunities in science, engineering 

and technology in which the complexity of the 
research problem(s) or the resources needed to solve 
the(se) problem(s) require the advantages of scope, 
scale, change, duration, equipment, facilities, and 
students that can only be provided by an academic 
research center. 

•  Most Center awards are limited to a maximum 
duration of ten years and are often subject to mid-
course external merit review. 
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Fellowship 

•  Two types of fellowships include Graduate Research 
Fellowships and Postdoctoral Fellowships 

•  Fellowships provide support for fellows with a focus 
on educational developments such as curricula 
development, training or retention. 

•  Consult the relevant program solicitation for further 
details. 

•  Fellowship programs available at: 
nsf.gov/funding/education.jsp?fund_type=3  
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Proposal & Award Process Timeline 



•  Upon receipt at NSF, proposals are routed to the correct 
program office. 

•  NSF staff conducts a preliminary review to ensure they are: 

–  Complete; 

–  Timely; and 

–  Conform to proposal preparation requirements. 

•  NSF may not accept a proposal or may return it without 
review if it does not meet the requirements above. 
–  The return without review process will be discussed in greater 

detail later in the session. 
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Program Officer Review 



When evaluating NSF proposals, reviewers should consider what the 
proposers want to do, why they want to do it, how they plan to do it, how 
they will know if they succeed, and what benefits would accrue if the 
project is successful. These issues apply both to the technical aspects of 
the proposal and the way in which the project may make broader 
contributions. To that end, reviewers are asked to evaluate all proposals 
against two criteria: 

•  Intellectual Merit: The Intellectual Merit criterion encompasses the 
potential to advance knowledge; and 

•  Broader Impacts: The Broader Impacts criterion encompasses the 
potential to benefit society and contribute to the achievement of specific, 
desired societal outcomes. 
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Merit Review Criteria 



The following elements should be 
considered in the review for both criteria: 
1. What is the potential for the proposed activity to:  

a. Advance knowledge and understanding within its own field or across different fields 
(Intellectual Merit); and  
b. Benefit society or advance desired societal outcomes (Broader Impacts)? 

 
2. To what extent do the proposed activities suggest and explore creative, 
original, or potentially transformative concepts? 
 
3. Is the plan for carrying out the proposed activities well-reasoned, well-
organized, and based on a sound rationale? Does the plan incorporate a 
mechanism to assess success?  
 
4. How well qualified is the individual, team, or organization to conduct the 
proposed activities? 
 
5. Are there adequate resources available to the PI (either at the home 
organization or through collaborations) to carry out the proposed activities? 



•  Reviewers provide 
feedback to NSF based 
on the Review Criteria 
and the Review 
Elements 

•  Review Criteria and 
Elements are available 
as reviewers provide 
feedback 
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Review Format in FastLane 



•  Ad hoc: Proposals sent out for review  
–  Ad hoc reviewers usually have specific expertise in a field 

related to the proposal. 

–  Some proposals may undergo ad hoc review only. 

•  Panel: Face-to-face sessions conducted by reviewers mainly 
at NSF but also in other settings 
–  Panel reviewers usually have a broader scientific knowledge. 

–  Some proposals may undergo only a panel review. 

–  Some proposals may undergo reviews by multiple panels 
(especially for those proposals with crosscutting themes). 
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Types of Reviews 



•  Combination: Some proposals may undergo supplemental  
ad hoc reviews before or after a panel review. 

 
•  Internal: Review by NSF Program Officers only 

–  Examples of internally reviewed proposals: 
•  Proposals submitted to Rapid Response Research Grants 

(RAPID) 
•  Proposals submitted to EArly-concept Grants for Exploratory 

Research (EAGER) 
•  Proposals for conferences or workshops 
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Types of Reviews 



•  Discuss the merits of the proposal with the other panelists 

 

•  Write a summary based on that discussion 

 

•  Provide some indication of the relative merits of different 
proposals considered 
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What is the Role of the Review Panel? 



•  The merit review panel summary provides: 
–  Review of the proposal and a recommendation on 

funding. 
–  Feedback (strengths and weaknesses) to the proposers. 

•  NSF Program Officers make funding recommendations 
guided by program goals and portfolio considerations. 

•  NSF Division Directors either concur or reject the 
Program Officers’ funding recommendations. 
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Funding Decisions 



Faculty Early Career Development Program 
(CAREER) 

“... is a Foundation-wide activity that offers the National 
Science Foundation's most prestigious awards in 

support of junior faculty who exemplify the role of 

teacher-scholars through  
•  outstanding research 

•  excellent education, and  

•  the integration of education and research within the 

context of the mission of their organizations.” 



Goals of the CAREER Program 

•  Provide stable support for five years  
(≥ $400K in most Directorates; ≥ $500K in ENG, BIO, GEO/PLR) 
to facilitate the career development of outstanding 
new teacher‐scholars 

•  Build a foundation for a lifetime of integrated 
contributions to research and education 

•  Provide incentives to universities to value the 
integration of research and education 

•  Increase participation of those historically 
underrepresented in science and engineering 



CAREER Investigator Eligibility 

•  Hold a doctoral degree in a field supported by NSF by 
proposal due date 

•  Be untenured up until Oct 1 following due date 

•  Be employed in a tenure‐track (or equivalent) position at an 
eligible institution as an Assistant Professor (until Oct 1st 
following due date) 

•  Have not previously received a CAREER award 

•  Have not had more than two CAREER proposals reviewed 
previously 

•  Associate Professors are not eligible, even if untenured 



CAREER Institutional Eligibility 

•  Academic institutions in the U.S., its territories or 
possessions, and the Commonwealth of Puerto Rico that 
award degrees in fields supported by NSF 

•  Non‐profit, non‐degree‐granting organizations such as 
museums, observatories, or research labs may also be 
eligible to submit proposals, if the eligibility requirements 
of the PI's position are satisfied 

•  NSF encourages proposals from different institutional 
types, including Minority Serving and Undergraduate 
Institutions 



CAREER Variability Across NSF 

•  Number of submitted CAREER proposals varies 
widely across NSF 

•  Review and funding procedures vary according to 
Directorate and Division practices 

•  Many CAREER proposals compete with other 
research proposals in a relevant research program 

•  Oversight provided by CAREER Coordinating 
Committee made up of members from the different 
Directorates/Offices – Serves as the liaison between 
the programs and the senior management at NSF 
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CAREER Proposal Ingredients 

•  A compelling research plan 

•  An innovative but feasible education plan 

•  A plan for effective integration of research and 
educational activities 

•  Departmental Letter 

•  Statements of collaboration if relevant 

•  Appropriate proposal budget 



CAREER Urban Myths 

•  “You cannot apply if you have another award from NSF” 

•  “It is an entry program, so apply to CAREER first” 

•  “You need to see a successful proposal to write a 
successful proposal” 

•  “I read on the web that to succeed, you have to...” 

•  “CAREER proposals are more portable” 

•  “The education component does not matter” 

•  “You have no chance, if you are not from a research-
intensive institution” 



Useful CAREER Information 
www.nsf/career  

•  Latest Program Solicitation -- NSF 15-555  

•  Frequently Asked Questions -- NSF 15-057  

•  CAREER Directorate/Division Contacts 

•  Links to recent awards 

•  Links to PECASE awards 

•  Deadlines for the current solicitation 
–  July 20, 2016  - BIO, CISE, EHR 

–  July 21, 2016  - ENG 

–  July 22, 2016  - GEO, MPS, SBE 



Ask Early, Ask Often! 

For More Information….. 

policy@nsf.gov  

 


