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Is the 'High Quality Research Act' the antithesis of science?

May 20, 2013 | Author:Summer Allen, Graduate and Postdoc, Brown University

Sciencelnsider obtained a draft copy of the “High

selects which grants to fund. Many scientists fear » Science Policy (317)
that this draft bill shows a misunderstanding of » K-12 Education (138)
how science works. ¥ Undergraduate Education (112)
¥ International Co-operation (86)
The draft bill proposes that the Director of the ¥ Human Rights (30)
National Science Foundation (NSF) must certify ¥ Public Engagement (153)
that every grant funded by the agency: ¥ Evolution (66)
» Climate Change (91)
| L. isin the interests of the United States to advance the national health, prosperity, or welfare, and to P Energy (65)
secure the national defense by promoting the progress of science; P Medicine (163)
2. is the finest quality, is ground breaking, and answers questions or solves problems that are of utmost P Workforce Development (125)
importance to society at large; and ¥ Career Development (138)
3. is not duplicative of other research projects being funded by the Foundation or other Federal science } Diversity (77)
agencies. ¥ Communicating Science (192)
Biology (168)
I'm largely skeptical (as are many other scientists) of this legislation for several reasons. Chemistry (34)

Earth Sciences (34)
Engineering (50)
Physics (43)

Social Sciences (26)

First, anyone who has submitted or reviewed an NSF grant knows that each grant contains a section where
researchers describe both the “intellectual merit” and the “broader impacts” of their proposed research.
These sections are evaluated, along with the rest of the grant, by peer reviewers — independent scientists
who decide whether a grant should be funded or not. This process would seem to address both points 1 and
2, and it’s unlikely that the Director of the NSF would not stand behind the current, well-established grant
review process. (Unless the 'and' in point 1 would require that all research funded by NSF "secure the
national defense"--then researchers are in big trouble.)

HEEEEHBEEAE

But it's clear Representative Lamar Smith (R-TX), drafter of the legislation, does not have this same level of
trust in the grant review process. On April 25th, Smith, who is also Chairman of the Committee on Science,
Space, and Technology, sent a letter to NSF’s Acting Director Cora Marrett questioning the intellectual merit
of five grants that were funded by the agency.

The following day, Ranking Member (and champion of science) Representative Eddie Bernice Johnson took
Smith to task in her own letter: “Interventions in grant awards by political figures with agendas, biases, and
no expertise is the antithesis of the peer review processes. By making this request, you are sending a
chilling message to the entire scientific community that peer review may always be trumped by political
review.”

The “High Quality Research Act” invites other concerns. For example, the requirement that a research
project is not “duplicative of other research projects” shows a misunderstanding of how scientific research
works. If anything, we need to increase tests for reproducibility.

Also, the bill completely ignores the role that serendipity plays in scientific progress. Grant reviewers do
their very best to make sure that the most intellectually rigorous and important grants are funded, but it is
impossible for anyone, even scientists, to predict what findings will go on to have the largest impact down
the line. In fact, some of the largest scientific findings were actually accidents!

In the end, the “High Quality Research Act” looks like an unnecessary bill that would do nothing but
hamstring scientific advancement. Hopefully, feedback from the scientific community will ensure that this bill
meets the early death it deserves.
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change how the National Science Foundation

ﬁ t ﬁ ABOUT | CONTACT US | SUBMIT FEEDBACK ﬁ‘ AAAS

Copyright © 2013. American Association for the Advancement of Science. All rights reserved. Read our privacy policy and terms of use. Contact info.



http://membercentral.aaas.org/
http://www.aaas.org/
http://www.sciencemag.org/
http://membercentral.aaas.org/members/my-membership
http://membercentral.aaas.org/social
http://membercentral.aaas.org/members/login?destination=node%2F25519
http://membercentral.aaas.org/feed
https://pubs.aaas.org/org_membership/new_member_setup.asp
https://pubs.aaas.org/org_membership/aaas_member_ren.asp
http://membercentral.aaas.org/trialthree
https://dnbweb1.blackbaud.com/OPXDONATE/donate.asp?cguid=1BCBE062%2D9D25%2D4CF0%2D9A3F%2D122DF373BD26&dpid=28756
http://membercentral.aaas.org/cutting-edge
http://membercentral.aaas.org/discounts
http://membercentral.aaas.org/multimedia
http://membercentral.aaas.org/downloads
http://membercentral.aaas.org/blogs
http://membercentral.aaas.org/membership
http://membercentral.aaas.org/announcements
http://membercentral.aaas.org/events
http://membercentral.aaas.org/
http://membercentral.aaas.org/blogs
http://membercentral.aaas.org/blogs/Capitol%20Connection
http://www.addthis.com/bookmark.php
http://news.sciencemag.org/scienceinsider/2013/04/us-lawmaker-proposes-new-criteri-1.html
http://news.sciencemag.org/scienceinsider/HQRA13_001_xml.pdf
http://pipeline.corante.com/archives/2013/04/29/a_dumb_proposal_for_the_nsf.php
http://www.molecularecologist.com/2013/04/congress-taking-a-worrying-interest-in-peer-review-at-nsf/
http://www.skepticink.com/gps/2013/04/30/removing-peer-review-from-science-in-the-nsf/
https://www.agronomy.org/files/science-policy/letters/2013-04-25-smith-nsf-grants.pdf
http://membercentral.aaas.org/blogs/capitol-connection/congresswoman-proposes-stem-opportunities-act
https://www.agronomy.org/files/science-policy/letters/2013-04-26-ebj-nsf-grants.pdf
http://membercentral.aaas.org/blogs/driving-force/irreproducibility-problem
http://www.sciencebasedmedicine.org/index.php/politics-of-public-research-funding/
http://membercentral.aaas.org/blogs/scientia/scientific-breakthroughs-were-accidents
http://membercentral.aaas.org/mostpopular/items/1/
http://membercentral.aaas.org/mostpopular/items/3/
http://membercentral.aaas.org/mostpopular/items/%252F1
http://membercentral.aaas.org/mostpopular/items/%252F2
http://membercentral.aaas.org/mostpopular/items/%252F3
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/science-policy
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/k-12-education
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/undergraduate-education
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/international-co-operation
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/human-rights
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/public-engagement
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/evolution
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/climate-change
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/Energy
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/medicine
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/workforce-development
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/career-development
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/diversity
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/communicating-science
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/biology
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/biology/agricultural-science
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/biology/biodiversity
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/biology/biotechnology
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/Cancer
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/biology/cell-biology
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/biology/developmental-biology
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/biology/ecology
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/biology/endocrinologyphysiology
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/biology/genetics
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/biology/genomics
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/biology/immunology
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/biology/life-science
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/biology/microbiology
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/biology/molecular-biology
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/biology/neuroscience
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/Ocean%20Science
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/biology/organismal-biology
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/biology/pharmacology
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/biology/plant-science
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/Stem%20Cells
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/biology/translational-medicine
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/biology/veterinary-medicine
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/biology/zoology
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/chemistry
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/chemistry/analytical-chemistry
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/chemistry/biochemistry
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/chemistry/energy-and-fuels
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/chemistry/industrial-chemistry
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/chemistry/inorganic-chemistry
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/chemistry/materials
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/chemistry/medicalpharmaceutical-chem
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/chemistry/organic-chemistry
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/chemistry/polymer-science
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/chemistry/chemistry
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/chemistry/synthetic-and-computational-chem
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/earth-sciences
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/earth-sciences/atmospheric-sciences
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/earth-sciences/geologysoil-scigeography
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/earth-sciences/oceanography
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/engineering
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/engineering/biomedical-engineering
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/engineering/chemical-engineering
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/engineering/computer-science
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/engineering/electricalelectronic-eng
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/engineering/mathematics
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/engineering/mechanical-engineering
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/engineering/nanotechnology
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/engineering/statistics
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/physics
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/physics/astronomyastrophysics
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/physics/condensed-matter-physics
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/physics/optics-laser-physics
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/physics/particle-physics
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/physics/physics
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/social-sciences
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/social-sciences/anthropologysociology
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/social-sciences/economicspolitical-science
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/social-sciences/education
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/social-sciences/history-philosophy-science
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/social-sciences/language-sciences
http://membercentral.aaas.org/categories/social-sciences/psychology
http://www.facebook.com/home.php?#!/AAAS.Science?ref=search&sid=1354791009.2940606755..1
http://twitter.com/aaasmember
http://www.linkedin.com/groups?gid=27230&trk=myg_ugrp_ovr
http://membercentral.aaas.org/about
http://membercentral.aaas.org/contact
http://membercentral.aaas.org/feedback
http://www.aaas.org/
http://www.aaas.org/privacy.shtml
http://www.aaas.org/terms_of_use.shtml
http://membercentral.aaas.org/contact



http://www.aaas.org/privacy.shtml
http://www.aaas.org/terms_of_use.shtml
http://membercentral.aaas.org/contact

