Evaluation Criteria for NSF Grant Proposals

Criterion 1 — Intellectual Merit

1. Will the proposed activity advance knowledge/understanding in its field or across fields?

The proposed activity should advance knowledge/understanding vertically, not just horizontally. E.g. replicating in
one species a finding already made in another is a horizontal finding. Demonstrating a species difference in a
particular attribute would be a vertical finding.

2. How well qualified is the applicant to conduct the project?

In addition to Investigator(s) Bios, use the Overview and Objectives, Background, Preliminary Results sections to
reference or note past accomplishments that contribute to proposed work. (Include your effects, and those of others
involved in the proposal.)

3. How creative, original, or potentially transformative is the proposed activity?

Your narrative should tell and show the reader how the proposed work is novel and creative, and even paradigm-
shifting if that’s the case. Don't limit yourself to thinking about the potentially novel and creative outcome. When
appropriate, mention the novelty of your approach, the makeup of your team, your method of data analysis, etc.

4. How well conceived and organized is the proposed activity?

For experimental work, propose hypothesis-driven rather than descriptive research. Devise experiments that will give
useful insight no matter what the outcome. Structure proposal with Specific Aims and experiments that address each
aim

For new models, propose milestones in the assessment of the model.

5. Is there sufficient access to resources?

Resources = people, equipment, samples, etc.

People = Grad and undergrad students, collaborators, consultants

Did you demonstrate that you will be able to access sophisticated equipment

If sample material is precious, did you demonstrated that enough will be available for study.
All this shows that you, as the team leader know how to get the job done.

Criterion 2 — Broader Impact

Describe efforts that will help with teaching, training, and informing others about both your research process and
findings. But, don’t go overboard on the amount of time you will spend on Broader Impacts. First and foremost, NSF
is funding you to DO the research.

1. Does the activity advance discovery and understanding while promoting teaching, training, and learning?

How does your research motivate students to do research?

Do you train students to present their work in public forum, teach others to do research, etc?

Will you establish new forums for sharing the research process and findings — e.g. intercampus lab meetings, student
interest groups within professional societies?

2. Does it broaden the participation of underrepresented groups?
Underrepresented groups = gender, ethnicity, disability, geographic, etc.

Did you speak at any events for underrepresented groups?

Did you help to establish activities for them?

Do you make a concerted effort to find UR trainees for your research projects?

3. Will it enhance research and education infrastructure?

Will more students learn how to use research equipment and technology?
Does it raise institution awareness?

4. Will the results be disseminated broadly to enhance scientific and technological understanding?
Do you share your research findings in public forums beyond professional meetings, e.g. CUNY Arts & Science

program, science café, NYAS interest groups?
Does your research get discussed in newspaper and magazine articles, radio/TV/Podcasts/blogs?

5. What may be the societal benefits of the proposed activity?
Hint: Incrementally scale up in your definition of *societal*: People within your institution, the local community, the
scientific discipline, related disciplines, people in general



Write the Broader Impact statement once your written the rest of the narrative, but plan the Broader Impact statement
throughout the course of preparing the rest of the proposal. Thinking about the Broader Impact section early on will
help you write a lively, interesting, and detail-rich statement.

NSF Research Proposal: The Narrative Sections

Here is a suggested format that helps you address all the elements of the two evaluation criteria. (Adapted from
adapted from the format for the NIH research proposal.)* From The Grant Application Writer’s Workshop. SW
Russell & DC Morrison. 2008.

1. Overview and Objectives
A. Including overarching hypothesis, Specific Aims with individual hypotheses and approaches
2. Expected Significance
3. Relation to the Principal Investigator’s Longer-Term Goals
4. Background and Technical Need
A. Review of Relevant Literature
B. Results (if any) from Prior NSF Support
5. Relation to Other Work in Progress
A. By PI
B. By investigators elsewhere
6. Research Plan
Develop each Specific Aim
Introduction
Approaches
Expected Outcomes
Potential Problems and Alternative Approaches
7. Timeline for proposed research
8. Broader Impact

Planning the Overview and Objectives section

Start working on the proposal by creating a bullet outline of Overview and Objectives

Refine it over time, before writing it in sentence form. Starting with this section first helps to identify missing pieces
that you need to collect, e.g. preliminary results, papers to publish, collaborators to gather.

Introductory paragraph
General introduction
State of knowledge
Gap in knowledge or unmet need that proposal addresses

What, why, who paragraph
Long term goal of your research
Objective of this application
Overarching hypothesis and how it was formulated (based in part on your own preliminary data)
Rationale — why you want to do the research
Why you (and your collaborators, students) are well prepared to do the work

Specific Aims Paragraph
Specific Aims paragraph (including testable hypotheses and approach to testing them)

Pay off Paragraph
Creativity, originality, transformative effects
Expected outcomes
Potential positive impact
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