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On February 26, the House Science and Technology Subcommittee on Research and Science Education held an oversight hearing to examine the National Science Foundation’s (NSF) FY 2009 budget request and related policy issues.  The hearing featured NSF’s director as well as the head of the National Science Board (NSB), the body that provides oversight for, and establishes the policies of, the NSF, and serves as advisor to both the President and Congress on science and engineering research and education.  

WITNESSES

•
Dr. Arden Bement, Director, National Science Foundation

•
Dr. Steven Beering, Chairman, National Science Board

Members Present

Subcommittee Chairman Brian Baird (D-WA)

Subcommittee Ranking Member Vern Ehlers (R-MI)

Representative Eddie Bernice Johnson (D-TX)

Representative Daniel Lipinski (D-IL)

Representative Jerry McNerny (D-CA)

Representative Brian Bilbray (R-CA)

OPENING STATEMENTs & DISCUSSION

In his opening statement, Chairman Baird expressed his support for continued Administration efforts to keep NSF on a path toward doubling its budget, noting, “The strong budget request for basic research at NSF is something that this Committee commends and supports.”  However, he voiced disappointment related to the proposed spending on a number of K-12 education programs, saying, “And I am happy to see that the education programs at NSF are getting an increase.  However – and this is a sentiment shared by the overwhelming majority of my Committee colleagues on both sides of the aisle – I am once again dismayed at the treatment of K-12 education in the budget request.”

Ranking Member Ehlers echoed Chairman Baird’s remarks, expressing disappointment in the FY 2008 omnibus appropriations bill and hoping to work on increased funding for NSF this year, in particular the Math and Science Partnership program, which, he says has “potential for great impact” that is stymied by insufficient funding.  

WITNESS STATEMENTS

Both Dr. Bement and Dr. Beering offered brief testimony.  Dr. Bement contends that investing in the NSF amounts to investing in the country’s “economic security” and said that the size of the agency belies its impact and potential for impact on the country’s educational and economic systems.  He voiced support for the agency’s FY 2009 budget request of $6.85 billion, a 13 percent increase, “to advance the frontiers of research and education in science and engineering.”  He said, “This increase is necessary to put NSF back on the course that was charted by the President’s American Competitiveness Initiative (ACI) and the America COMPETES Act.  This year’s budget reflects the Administration’s continued resolve to double overall funding for the ACI research agencies within 10 years.”  

In his comments, Dr. Beering thanked the panel for their similar interest and support for NSF, but said, relative to appropriator decisions last year, “The National Science Board and the broader science and engineering community were surprised and disappointed by the actual appropriations in the fiscal year 2008 omnibus bill, which erased most of the anticipated increases in support for research.  Now, instead of expanding research activities as planned, we are confronted with the possibility of layoffs for outstanding researchers in our National Laboratories and the frustrating reality that our Federal research funding programs will be forced to turn away many innovative ideas that would have received awards if funding had been in keeping with the objective of doubling over ten years for the NSF, the National Institute of Science and Technology in the Department of Commerce, and the Office of Science at the Department of Energy.”  

MEMBER QUESTIONS

Subcommittee Chairman Baird began by asking if the FY 2009 budget request or the FY 2008 final funding numbers would adversely affect the ADVANCE program.  The goal of this effort is to develop systemic approaches to increase the representation and advancement of women in academic science and engineering careers.  Dr. Bement responded that he did not foresee any downsizing of the program, since the agency has some degree of flexibility in its funding mechanisms.  

Baird also asked about international collaboration at NSF, and Dr. Beering said that the Board hopes to complete a report on international collaboration in science and engineering by March 28.  

Ranking Member Ehlers asked about funding for STEM education programs, arguing that they receive short shrift in the budget proposal.  Dr. Bement noted that the Math and Science Partnerships Program sees an increase in the proposal of $2.5 million, and while that may seem modest, it is a much-improved position compared to recent years, when the program was the target of large reductions.  Dr. Beering also commented on these issues, noting that the NSB is still strongly behind the National STEM Education Action Plan it forwarded last year.  

Representative McNerny asked the panel about support for young investigators, hoping that they would see more money and more grant awards in FY 2009.  Director Bement said that young investigators already receive 70% of new grants awarded by the NSF, so it was hardly necessary to invest in new initiatives to assist this group.

Representative Lipinski referenced the efforts of the American Competitiveness Council last year, noting that many NSF programs were criticized for inadequate evaluation.  Dr. Bement said he disagrees with that assessment, and pointed to the “gold standard” of random assignment and other evaluation tenets as problematic for many of their programs, particularly those that are awarded on merit.  During this exchange, Subcommittee Chairman Baird noted that he feels the Department of Education has a “slavish” sentiment about random assignment in terms of program evaluation and that “might say something about the state of education” in the country.

Later, Chairman Baird also asked the panel to comment on the proposed increase in administrative funds at NSF, allowing them to both say that such increases are necessary to support the intended growth of the agency.  

conclusion

The hearing ended with appreciation for the panel’s time and testimony, and a commitment to working together going forward.

For testimony from the hearing, visit http://www.science.house.gov/publications/hearings_markups_details.aspx?NewsID=2095.
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