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NSF Structure

Directorate for
Computer & Information 
Science & Engineering 

(CISE)

Directorate for
Education & Human 

Resources (EHR)

Directorate for
Engineering (ENG)

Directorate for
Mathematical & Physical 

Sciences (MPS)

Directorate for
Social, Behavioral & 

Economic Sciences (SBE)

Directorate for
Geosciences

(GEO)

Directorate for
Biological Sciences (BIO)

The Director, Office of Budget, Office of International Science & 
Engineering, Finance, & Award Management, etc.

Our mission is to support:
fundamental research in all fields of the geosciences and at the poles
integration of research and education in geosciences
infrastructure, instrumentation, facilities

Directorate for
Technology, Innovation and 

Partnerships (TIP)
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Essential Documents - PAPPG

• Provides guidance for preparation and 
submission of proposals to NSF

• Who can submit proposals?
• What is allowed in the budget?
• Format + required documents

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

NSF 23-1



• Deadline / Target Date

• Synopsis (do you belong?)

• Program Directors (who to ask questions)

• Eligibility (are you/your institution allowed in 
this program?)

• Budget limitations

• Do you need a Pre-Proposal or Letter of 
Intent?

• How much money do they have, how many 
awards do they expect?

Essential Documents - Solicitation



Organization 
& PI submit 
via 
research.gov

Proposal Preparation and 
Submission 

Program
Officer

PO
Recommen

ds

DD
(Division 
Director)

Concurs

Via
DGA

Minimum of 3 
Pieces of Input

Required

High-Level Review & 
Processing of Award

Proposal Review and Decisions 

Ad hoc

Panel

Or Both

Award

Decline

90 Days 6 Months 30 Days

Compliance 
Check!

Return without Review

Proposal Life Cycle

Merit
      Review

��

��Access to 
Reviews, Panel 
Summaries, and 
PO Comments

��

*timeline not to scale

��
��

Division of Grants
& Agreements



Cover Page

Project Summary – 1 page

Project Description – 15 pages*

Biosketch

Current & Pending Support 

Budget

+ many other parts!

Parts 
of a 
Proposal



Porter (2007) The Journal of Research A
dm

inistration; Volum
e X

X
X

VIII, N
o.2: p. 37-43

Writing a Proposal is NOT like writing a Paper

A Paper is: A Proposal is:

a scholarly pursuit: individual passion  aimed at sponsor goals: service attitude

past-oriented, work that has been done future-oriented, work that should be done

theme-centered: theory and thesis project-centered: objectives and activities

expository rhetoric: explaining to the reader persuasive rhetoric: ’selling’ the reader

impersonal tone, objective, dispassionate a tone that conveys excitement

specialized terminology: “insider jargon” accessible language: easily understood



NSF Merit Review criteria 

Intellectual Merit
the potential to advance knowledge

Broader impacts
the potential to benefit society

Both review criteria must be addressed explicitly in 
the Project Summary & the Project Description



Will the work advance knowledge, and benefit society?

Is the work creative? original? even potentially transformative?

Is the work plan well reasoned? Will the team know if they’re 
successful?

Is the team well qualified to do what they propose?

Do they have the resources, or collaborators, required to be 
successful?

5 Review Elements 



Broader Impacts: Benefitting Society

Teaching, training, 
and learning 

(undergrads + grad 
students)

Broaden 
participation of 

those historically 
excluded

Build or enhance 
partnerships 

(internationally, or 
with other agencies)

Broad dissemination 
to enhance public 

scientific 
understanding

Enhance 
infrastructure (labs, 

equipment, 
standards)

Local impacts
(policies @ state + 

local level)



Broader Impacts: Benefitting Society

Teaching + training Broaden 
participation

Build or enhance 
partnerships

Broad dissemination Enhance 
infrastructure Local impacts

• It is better to do 1 or 2 well than to try covering them all

• Not every PI or institution is well suited for the same BI

• BI should be integrated and meaningful, not tacked on



Common Proposal Mistakes
Work is too close to what has been done before (an incremental advance)

Project has too large a scope or is too narrowly focused to be exciting

Proposed plan will not actually address address the stated goals of the project

Some Best Practices
Maps/figures/legends/captions should be clearly readable

Lay out a clear work plan, timeline, and role for each participant

Develop a realistic and well-justified budget

Ask for money for your Broader Impact activities

Make sure at least one person reads your proposal before you submit it (not just your SRO!)



BE
A

REVIEWER

NSF runs the gold standard of merit review.

For every proposal submitted, I have to ask 6-10 people to review it, 
and if I’m lucky, HALF will actually do it.

If we get 100 proposals in a year, that’s a minimum of 600 people I 
have to ask to review.

For one program.

In one year.

There are 13 programs in EAR alone.

Who are the reviewers?



Program Decision-Making 
& Portfolio Balance

Geographic 
diversity

Potential for 
transformative 

impact in both IM 
and BI

PI career stage 
(early, mid, senior)

Priority or timeliness 
of the area of 

research

International 
partnerships 

Demographics of 
the PI + student 

population

Record of 
mentorship

Diversity of 
institution types

+ many other things depending 
on the program goals



Stay informed!

Bookmark the GEO page on NSF.gov

Sign up for email updates from NSF

Sign up for Division/Office newsletters

Jennifer Wade
Division of Earth Sciences
jwade@nsf.gov


