FAQs – 2009 NSF Graduate Research Fellowship Program

Questions by UF Students; Answers by Dr. Douglas Levey, NSF Program Staff, and Bess de Farber
Question:

I have a question about choosing a primary field of study. I'm a first year graduate student in the chemistry department, my undergraduate degree is in chemistry, but my proposed research topic is more closely related to materials science and engineering. My proposal has a good engineering application, but the research will be a more fundamental study of the chemistry. I believe I'm qualified to submit it in the materials since and engineering category because I have about 3 years of research experience in the materials science and engineering department. Is there any benefit for me to choose engineering over chemistry for my primary field of study?
Answer:

I don’t think it makes a lot of difference whether the application is submitted to engineering or chemistry, as the proportion of Fellowships awarded in all the different categories are pretty even.  My advice would be to go with your strength. If you are a chemist and have a strong record in chemistry, it's best to be judged by a panel of chemists rather than of engineers.  The only exception would be if you had something that would knock the socks of engineers because it's such a novel (chemical) application that they would never have thought of it, themselves. Hope that helps. There's really not a "right" answer to the question.
Question:
I am much older than most grad students (50's) and worked most of my career in labs on the strength of my Bachelor's degree (1980). Now I am trying for a PhD.  I have a lot of experience to put down on the application, as well as several papers published.  Will my age count against me?
Answer:

Technically, no, your age won’t count against you – that would be age discrimination.  You can count on NSF to be fair about this.  What you can’t control, however, are the often unconscious biases of reviewers, who may wonder why you are going for a PhD so late in your career.  If I were in your shoes, I’d be very up-front about it.  Don’t say you are in your 50’s.  Just explain that you have had lots of important experiences that together have led you to a new perspective about what you want to do with your life and, in particular, with research.  Spin it in a way that makes it clear that you can contribute to the field of your PhD in novel ways (perhaps integrative?).

Question:

I'm applying for the Engineering portion of the NSF Fellowship (Due Nov 12). Do I need to get GRE scores and transcripts sent to NSF by the 12th (postmarked by the 12th) or must they be received on the 12th?

Answer:
GRE tests for the 2009 GRFP application may be taken between October 1, 2004 and November 30, 2009. Because some applicants are taking tests close to or after the application deadline, your GRE scores might not be received by the application deadline. GRE scores will be accepted after the application deadline.  The only thing you need to do is make sure you listed your GRE test(s) on your FastLane application prior to submitting the application.
Transcripts must be received by the field of study application deadline and submitted to the GRF Operations Center in hard copy via postal mail, express service, or courier to:

GRF Operations Center

Suite T-50,

1818 N Street NW

Washington, DC 20036

Telephone: 866-673-4737

NOTE: You can view the status of your transcripts (Received/Not Received) by logging into your FastLane account and checking your application status.

Question:
Knowing that:  I hold a M.Sc. degree completed 20 years ago in another country, but this is this is my first semester at University of Florida's PhD program (Interdisciplinary Ecology). I am a resident alien -- will be soon applying for US citizenship.

Answer from Dr. Levey:

It seems to me that the applicant can claim “an interruption in [his/her] graduate career” and therefore is eligible.  I’m unsure of the answer to this one.  My hunch is that eligibility will hinge on the topic of the MS.  If it is closely related to what he/she wants to do for a PhD, then I suspect he/she will be ineligible.

Answer from NSF:
If you have completed more than twelve months of graduate study, you might still be eligible if you have certain extenuating circumstances. These include:

· An interruption in your graduate career of more than two years as of November 2009 due to medical or personal reasons; or 

· A significant change in field. “

“Anyone who is not a U.S. citizen, U.S. national, or permanent resident alien is ineligible.”

Eligibility is based on the review of a completed application only.  The student may choose to apply and submit the extra essay explaining his/her reasons for considering previous graduate work as a change of field situation, but we cannot advise as to the outcome.

Question:
I'm an undergraduate senior, applying for the NSF Fellowship. My current work deals with more electronics applications, silicon wafer and glass substrate work. However, I'm really interested in carrying out graduate level research in organic electronics and this is reflected in both my personal statement and proposed research plan. I've heard, though, that this weakens your credibility since your current and proposed research fields are different. Any thoughts?

Answer from NSF:
“Each application, therefore, will be reviewed independently on the basis of merit using all available information in the completed application. In considering applications, reviewers will be instructed to address the two Merit Review Criteria as approved by the National Science Board – Intellectual Merit and Broader Impacts (Grant and Proposal Guide, NSF 08-01). Applicants, therefore, must address each criterion in their written statements to provide reviewers with the information necessary to respond fully to both.”
Answer from Dr. Levey:

I disagree that current and proposed research fields need to match.  In fact, because NSF loves interdisciplinary work you may be at an advantage if you can write your essays in such a way that each builds on the other.  Try to convince reviewers that you bring a novel and valuable perspective to organic electronics.  
Question:
Typically applications such as this one ask for a detailed training plan for the student -- what they plan to do to meet their objectives for their career. I cannot see any place for this to go -- should I just put this in my letter, or is there a place on the application form where we should list the kinds of courses, stat training, research training, etc. that the student plans to get.

Answer:

Panel members are generally not interested in that level of detail; they trust that the student’s advisor and department will provide the necessary training for a PhD.  I’d perhaps add a sentence or two in the Research or Personal essays about how you’ll get the training you need to do the work you propose.  Don’t, however, list which courses will be taken when.

Question:

I have a question about choosing a primary field of study. I'm a first year graduate student in the chemistry department, my undergraduate degree is in chemistry, but my proposed research topic is more closely related to materials science and engineering. My proposal has a good engineering application, but the research will be a more fundamental study of the chemistry. I believe I'm qualified to submit it in the materials since and engineering category because I have about 3 years of research experience in the materials science and engineering department. Is there any benefit for me to choose engineering over chemistry for my primary field of study?

Answer:

I don’t think it makes a lot of difference whether the application is submitted to engineering or chemistry, as the proportion of Fellowships awarded in all the different categories are pretty even.  My advice would be to go with your strength.  If you are a chemist and have a strong record in chemistry, it's best to be judged by a panel of chemists rather than of engineers.  The only exception would be if you had something that would knock the socks of engineers because it's such a novel (chemical) application that they would never have thought of it, themselves.

Hope that helps.  There's really not a "right" answer to the question.

Question:
In the essay preparation and format instructions it says that figures will be produced in black and white. Is this true, or do the reviewers see the essays on the computer screen and therefore in color? I thought I remembered someone saying this during the seminar.

Answer:
Reviewers have access to proposals online so color can be seen.
Question:
I have a formatting question about the application.

The online Fastlane form consists of only one field for awards/publications/presentations. It is a 16000 text field which doesn't skip lines when you tell it to. When I separate two statements by skipping a line, the machine mashes it all in one paragraph. For example:

Stuff 1

Stuff 2

Looks like:

Stuff 1 Stuff 2

I guess this is more of a question to those involved in the application: is there any way to make sure you get the line spaces back? Some HTML tricks, etc?

Answer:

I wouldn’t spend too much time on formatting issues—everyone is in the same boat with online submissions.  I would suggest making the list in paragraph form using semicolons to separate one award from the next.  There’s usually a reason the sponsoring agency has prevented applicants from listing stuff on separate lines.
Question:

Under Personal Statement: examples of leadership skills and unique characteristics…. Does this mean leadership skills within research (i.e. previous lab activities or just general leadership, like clubs, competitions, projects, etc.?

Answer:

Leadership of all kinds.  Again, keep in mind that what NSF wants is people who will make a difference.  This means leaders, not followers.  It’s especially important in the context of your research experience.  They want to know that you took ownership of any project – that you made it happen (as opposed to being directed by someone else on how to do THEIR research).

Question:

What if your parents are both Super Scientists (lifelong researchers and how/what you have learned from them)? Is it OK to include that influence or too cheesy/predictable

Answer:
I’d include it. Mentorship from parents is probably the most important kind of mentoring for anyone, so why run away from it? Be careful, however, not to sound privileged – as though you know you are going to be just like them because they are so great.  I’d matter-of-factly say that you’ve learned lessons X, Y, and Z and that you’ve taken them to heart by doing A, B, and C.
Question:

When you have extensive research experience, both a s a tech and independently, do you include everything or greatest hits?

Answer:

I’d mention it all, but focus on the stuff that YOU were most responsible for and/or that you are most proud of.  For someone like you, reviewers will be looking for publications and presentations.  They want to see that you complete things.

Question:
If an applicant proposes one research project and receive the fellowship, how much flexibility do we have in changing projects afterward? "I'm asking because I am a first year graduate student who is rotating in three labs this year. I don't know which lab I will choose, and each lab has different projects. If I propose to do research on one project, can I switch to another after (if) I am awarded the fellowship?"

Answer:
Applicants have some flexibility in changing their proposed research. Because applicants for the GRFP are at the early stages of their graduate careers, in many cases the research project they actually complete ends up being different from the one proposed in the graduate research essay. Typically, this is not a problem, unless the applicant proposes changing fields very drastically (such as going from mechanical engineering to cultural anthropology).
The applicant should propose a project he/she thinks they will pursue. If awarded and there is a change in lab/project, the Fellow should send us a short description of the new project, approved by the advisor and also the institution's coordinating official.  In other words, this is acceptable.
Question:
Human Subject IRB approval: Is approval due prior to submission of application or beginning of award?

Answer:

IRB approval is required before beginning the project (not at the time of application submissions). The applicant must comply with NSF guidelines, which state that this approval must be in place before the award is made. If awarded, the Fellow must obtain IRB approval before beginning a research activity, as stated below in the Guide for Fellows.
It is the responsibility of the Fellow to assure that any academic and research activities carried on outside the US comply with the laws or regulations of the US and of the foreign country in which the research is to be conducted. These include appropriate human subjects, animal welfare, copyright and intellectual property protection, and other laws as appropriate. All research activities should be coordinated with the appropriate US and foreign government authorities, and necessary licenses, permits, or approvals should be obtained prior to undertaking the proposed activities.
Question:

I was wondering if the references for the proposed research or the previous research have to follow the same formatting conditions (ie. 12 point font). Is there any way that we can minimize the font or put them in a footnote?

Answer:
I do remember that Dr. Levey spoke about the minimal importance of full citation info--that the applicant should provide the reference info in such a way that the reviewer can find it if necessary, but mostly to indicate that the applicant has done research to show evidence of need or share info about others doing similar research work.  The proposal is more about the applicant's strengths so good to note sources briefly but not to use too much space. I would follow the font requirement.

