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Instructions for Proposal Review

General comments:

Please read ALL of the proposals in your section, and spend some time thinking in depth about the ones you are assigned to review.  It is appropriate for you to do a little background reading in the areas of the proposals you are reviewing if you don't quite feel sufficient expertise to be able to judge, for example, whether or not the question is an important one in that field.

For each proposal you should ask the following questions:  

•  Is this an important problem?  

•  Will the proposed experiments actually answer the question posed?

•  Will they significantly advance knowledge in that area?  

•  Are the experimental techniques the best/most appropriate ones to use? (which ones would be better)?

•  Is the investigator too ambitious:  proposing to do too many experiments or are the experiments impractically difficult?  

•  Is the investigator not ambitious enough:  proposing to do too few experiments or are they just trivial extensions of things that are already known?  

Consider the strong points of each proposal as well as the weak points.  

Even if you are not the assigned to write a review, you should probably jot down some notes about each proposal so that you can participate more effectively in the discussion.

Remember that the goal is to provide constructive feedback to the investigator that will help him or her in writing the final proposal.

Written reviews:

Your discussion leader will assign each of you to write written critiques of two proposals.  For these you should write a brief (maximum 1 page double spaced) review answering the questions listed above.  Please provide copies of this written document to the authors of the proposals, to aid them in writing their final papers.  Please do not use the name of the investigator in your written critique.  Refer instead to the “investigator” or the “applicant”.  

Discussion of proposals:

In class on Friday, February 23,  each proposal will be discussed and specific recommendations will be made. 

Each proposal will be presented by the primary reviewer who will read (or summarize) his/her written critique and state an overall recommendation.  Next, the second reader will read or summarize his/her assessment and recommendation.  Then the proposal will be open to general discussion.

The chief purpose of the discussion is to help the applicant strengthen their proposal

The applicant will have a chance to rebut or clarify to add support or additional concerns about the proposal.  

Finally, each member of the group will score the proposal on the basis of his or her own evaluation as modified by the discussion.  The scores will be entered on a secret ballot which will be given to the discussion leader at the end of class.  The discussion leader will inform each investigator of their mean score and provide them with a summary of the discussion.  

A comment about politeness and criticism:

It is imperative that you leave your egos at home.  An important point of the exercise is to learn how to be critical without being insulting, and to be able to hear honest criticism without taking it personally.  Keep in mind that the person who wrote the proposal did the best that they could and is sitting in the same room listening to your comments.   Personal comments are not permitted. 

Remember also that you will also be judged.  On the other hand, being too “kind” risks missing the point of the exercise.  If you don’t raise your concerns, then how will the applicant know how to improve his/her proposal?  Your friends and colleagues would MUCH rather hear about fatal flaws in their proposals from you in the discussion section than from the faculty during the final oral exam.  

