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June 9, 2017 
 
Dr. James L. Olds � 
Assistant Director 
NSF �Directorate for Biological Sciences 
 
Dr. Paula Mabee 
Division Director 
NSF Division of Environmental Biology 
 
Dear Drs. Olds and Mabee, 
 
The undersigned are all presidents, past presidents, or president-elect of the American 
Society of Plant Taxonomists. We are among the many plant systematists and 
representatives of other disciplines who read with great dismay and sadness the “Dear 
Colleague” letter announcing “changes” to the NSF Doctoral Dissertation Improvement 
Grant program. “Changes” in this case is a euphemism for elimination, and it is hard for 
us to imagine how such a decision could possibly have been reached, particularly by an 
agency that purports to be concerned with “broader impacts” of research, and not simply 
the intellectual merits and products of that research.  
 
According to the “Dear Colleague” letter, you “recognize that the independent research 
that was encouraged by the DDIGs has been an important aspect of training the next 
generation of scientists.” We would argue that “encouraged” is far too weak a term, and 
we would go much further: DDIGs have played absolutely crucial roles in graduate 
training for decades. Their impact reaches far beyond simply providing funding, though 
that is also of considerable importance. But far more significantly, the DDIG process 
introduces young scientists to the process of designing fundable projects, writing 
proposals, dealing with the reality of rejection of their first efforts, interpreting and 
responding to reviewer and panel criticisms and recommendations, and revising 
proposals. Arguably, this process is as important as receiving the funding itself, and even 
multiple failures that do not result in funding are a valuable, if painful, educational 
experience. Moreover, the requirement for designing a meaningful broader impacts 
component jump-starts thinking along lines most budding researchers have never even 
considered, and initiates them at an early stage of their careers into this key component 
of the NSF grant culture.  
 
We are not privy to the considerations that led to this decision. We are sympathetic to 
issues such as workload and budgetary constraints, and are all too familiar with the 
repercussions of these problems, which have contributed to the vanishingly low success 
rates of proposals in recent years. But to cut a program that is tiny by any measure 
compared to some of the larger programs that are part of the DEB portfolio seems 
unlikely to make much of an impact on these larger problems. We do not have figures to 
back up our intuition on this subject, but based on our own experience over many years 
of obtaining NSF funding in a wide range of programs, the DDIG program has been at 
or near the top when it comes to eliciting stimulating and innovative projects, and 
consistently led to peer-reviewed papers in top journals of our field first-authored by 
grad students. Can you point to programs that have been more successful?  
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The argument that other Divisions have not embraced the DDIG model does not hold water, in our 
opinion. The culture of molecular biology is dramatically different from that of systematic, 
evolutionary biology, and ecology. Our students are not as closely tied to their advisors’ projects as 
are students in many molecular biology labs, where often everyone works on different aspects of the 
same overall project. In evolutionary biology and related areas, the major advisor is often not even a 
co-author on the students’ papers, a situation virtually unheard of in molecular labs.  
 
We could go on and on about this lamentable decision. It goes against everything we thought that 
NSF stood for, and is truly shortsighted. Please reconsider, and reinstate the DDIG program. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Jeff Doyle 
Mark Fishbein 
Patrick Herendeen 
Lucinda McDade 
Tom Ranker 
Chelsea Specht 
 
 


