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Research Coordination Networks Program 

2nd Biennial Awardees Meeting

Arlington, Virginia

September 12-13, 2005

Meeting Report

Meeting Overview

The second meeting of Research Coordination Networks (RCN) awardees was attended by 42 scientists representing 37 of the 38 active RCN projects (See appendix A for a listing of participants).  These scientists came from 40 academic and non-profit institutions located in 25 states and the District of Columbia.  The networks these scientists lead represent all areas of the biological sciences from molecular (e.g. Ruth Stark, RCN: Networking Tools for NMR Research on Biological Solids) to organismal (e.g. Scott Hooper, RCN: The Pyloric Model Group: Functional Analysis of a Complex, Distributed Biological Neural Network) to environmental (e.g. Lindsey Rustad, RCN: Terrestrial Ecosystem Response to Atmospheric and Climatic Change) and evolutionary (e.g. Doug Soltis, RCN: "Deep Time": A Comprehensive Phylogenetic Tree of Living and Fossil Angiosperms) scales.  Thus, the participants brought a broad range of perspectives to a lively and productive discussion of first principles and best practices in creating interactions in and among scientific communities.  

The meeting included a series of organized panel and poster sessions and more informal lunch and reception activities that allowed participants to meet one another and to interact with NSF program directors in their respective fields (the meeting agenda is included as Appendix B). 

Meeting Outcomes

The most significant outcomes of the meeting were in 3 areas as follows:

· Products of the RCN projects

· Network mechanisms

· Role of International participants

Each of these areas is summarized in the sections that follow.

(1) Products of the RCN projects

It was clear from the discussion, poster sessions, and previous analyses by the RCN Working Group that the RCN projects are producing an impressive array of tangible products.  For example, the project reports for the 24 RCN awards made in the first 3 years list more than 400 named project participants, a quarter of whom are international.  These 24 projects held 60 workshops engaging a total of more than 2,000 attendees.  Nearly 150 student travel and laboratory exchange opportunities were reported.  A total of 29 new grant awards were attributed to these projects.  

Impressive as these statistics are, the consensus among meeting participants was that the intangible outcomes were even more important.  Dr. James Ehleringer summarized this eloquently; “The most significant impact of the RCN projects is to catalyze a transition from a culture of ‘Me’ to one of ‘We’.”  Included in this outcome is the training of a cadre of leaders with skills in promoting community interactions and networking.  

The participants produced a listing of the tangible and intangible products of the RCNs as follows:

· Me to we

· Physical products

· Developing and integrating databases

· Community effectiveness

· Promoting young investigators

· Improve science scope

· Integrative training

· New colleagues and interactions

· Create new disciplines

· Create new technologies

· Diverse mechanisms to develop science

· New Initiatives 

· Sharing research resources

· Developing educational materials

· Develop new research tools for common use

· Place and regional focus

· Interdisciplinary understanding

· Networking skills

· Published broad scope and scientific results

· Increase science availability

· Standardizing technology and analysis

(2) Network Mechanisms

Despite the wide range of scientific fields, community structures, and specific activities among the RCNs, the participants were able to identify a common set of mechanisms essential to the success of their networks.  These common mechanisms were: 

· Develop trust

· Assemble core groups

· Provide for recognition/ acknowledgement

· Ensure specific focus from diverse disciplines

· Foster openness

· Exploit unique opportunities

· Expand comparative science

· Look for opportunities to accelerate science

· Identify/understand  barriers between communities 

The way that these mechanisms are used by networks to catalyze the me-to-we transition is summarized in Figure 1 below.  

Figure 1. Networking Mechanisms: Catalyzing a transition in culture from ‘Me’ to ‘We’
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The participants also identified effective communication as a critical element in a successful network. Five essential elements were identified for a plan for “Communication that works”:

Face to face


Isolated location and meetings without distractions


Fostering personal contacts

Finding common ground and language 

Defining shared interests

Focused questions, task groups

Establishing boundaries (geographic, conceptual, solutions)

Building bridges


Travel grants for extended inter-lab exchanges


Integrating activities at meetings

Creating focused task groups


Build a network of collaborations

Establishing trust


Encourage synthesis activities that accomplish more than any one person could have achieved.

The participants recommended that a listing of RCN project web sites be provided to facilitate communication among the various networks and sharing of best practices.  The RCN working group is assembling this information and will maintain a public-access listing on the NSF web site.

Web-based applications to facilitate communication within networks were also discussed. One example was the use of teleconferencing or other Internet-based electronic interaction mechanisms to overcome geographical barriers.  The consensus was that these were useful as supporting mechanisms but not as the primary means for interaction.  Instead, opportunities to meet in person were deemed essential for networking success.  In another example, the development of new web tools had been seen as a means for eliminating bottlenecks in community data deposition.  While automated curation tools were helpful, expert curation remains essential to the success of community data resources.  In an unanticipated application, one automated curation tool "morphed" quite effectively into an outreach tool, enabling high school students to demonstrate that they can be quite adept at genome annotation. 

(3) Role of International Participants

Science in the 21st century is global and, as would be expected, nearly all of the RCN projects include a significant number of international participants.  This led to discussions of how to enable the participation of international participants.  The issue of support for international participants is explicitly addressed in the RCN program announcement and this must be consistently followed by the RCNs and enforced by the working group:

In RCN projects with an international scope, NSF funds may be used for: 

· Travel expenses for US scientists and students participating in exchange visits integral to the RCN project

· RCN-related expenses for international partners to participate in networking activities while present as a visitor in a participating US host laboratory

· RCN-related expenses for US participants to conduct networking activities in the international partner’s home laboratory 

NSF funds may not be used to support the expenses of the international scientists and students at their home organization. However, these are important activities and NSF encourages the international partners to secure support for their efforts from their own national programs. 

Several of the RCN projects reported that they had been successful in leveraging the RCN award by obtaining additional support from their own institutions and from other non-profit and for-profit entities to expand the RCN activities.  One effective use of these additional funds had been in support of participation by international partners.  Other RCN projects reported that their international partners had been successful in obtaining funding from their own sources, resulting in an effective expansion of the reach and resources of the network. 

Summary and Conclusions

Unlike the first biennial meeting of RCN awardees, this meeting came at a time when all phases of the RCN project cycle could be represented.  This included projects that were at the end of the 5 year award period, those that were in the first few months of activities, and all phases in between.  As a result, the participants were able to develop a consensus vision for what an RCN is, what it produces (in both tangible and intangible forms), and what mechanisms are common to successful networks.  There was also a clear consensus that this sharing of vision and practices had made the meeting a valuable experience for the participants.

The outcomes of the meeting highlight the impact that the RCN program is having.  First, investments being made by this program are having broad impact in terms of the number of individuals affected, the training of a new cadre of community leaders with effective skills, and the range and number of both tangible and intangible products.  Second, and more importantly, the RCN projects are catalyzing a cultural change in their communities from a ‘Me’ to a ’We’ mode.  

It is clear from the discussions and poster presentations that the RCN program is accomplishing its stated goals of  “moving a field forward or creating new research directions or opportunities through increased research coordination and networking”.  A common ingredient for success seems to be that all RCNs are making the most of the opportunities afforded by the RCN program. It is interesting to observe that each RCN has developed creative and imaginative ways to use the RCN funds that best suit the goals of the network.

The RCN mechanism is currently unique to NSF BIO.  Biology is the science of the 21st century and it will be increasingly important to promote interactions between biologists and disciplines such as the geo- and social sciences, math, chemistry, physics, engineering and others.   This could be accomplished by expanding the successful RCN mechanism across the Foundation (and perhaps beyond).
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	Cowin 
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	Davis
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	James 
	Ehleringer
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	Friedman
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	Patrick 
	Herendeen
	The George Washington University
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	Montana State University
	Inskeep

	Neocles 
	Leontis
	Bowling Green State University
	Leontis

	Gary 
	Lovett 
	Institute of Ecosystem Studies
	Lovett 

	John 
	McLachlan
	Tulane University
	McLachlan

	William 
	Michener
	University of New Mexico
	Michener

	Brent 
	Mishler
	University of California-Berkeley
	Mishler

	Debra 
	Mohnen
	University of Georgia
	Keegstra

	Paul 
	Morris
	Bowling Green State University 
	Tyler

	Shahid 
	Naeem 
	Columbia University
	Naeem 

	Guillermo
	Orti
	University of Nebraska-Lincoln
	Orti

	Grier 
	Page
	University Alabama, Birmingham
	Allison 

	George 
	Roderick
	University of California-Berkeley
	Roderick

	Lindsey 
	Rustad 
	University of Maine
	Rustad 

	Sybil
	Seitzinger
	Rutgers University
	Seitzinger

	Bradley 
	Smith
	Western Washington University
	Smith

	Sacha 
	Spector
	American Museum Natural History
	Spector

	Ruth 
	Stark
	CUNY College of Staten Island
	Stark

	Lincoln 
	Stein
	Cold Spring Harbor Laboratory
	Stein

	Gerald 
	Stubbs
	Vanderbilt University
	Stubbs

	Tom Irving
	Tom Irving
	Illinois Institute of Technology 
	Stubbs

	Brett 
	Tyler
	Virginia Polytechnic Institute
	Tyler

	Dale
	Vitt
	Southern Illinois University
	Vitt

	Kelman 
	Wieder
	Villanova University
	Vitt

	John 
	Wingfield
	University of Washington
	Wingfield

	Bruce 
	Young 
	NatureServe
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Appendix B – Agenda

September 12-13, 2005

Sept 12, 2005:  NSF Stafford II, Room 555
7:00 am -  
Receive visitor’s badge (Stafford I, NSF Reception Desk inside the Main Entrance located at the corner of N. Stuart and 9th)

7:30 am – 9:00 am

Poster set-up (Stafford II, Room 595) 

Morning refreshment in Room 555

9:00 am – 9:15 am

Opening session






Dr. Mary E. Clutter, Assistant Director 

Directorate for Biological Sciences






Dr. Machi Dilworth, BIO RCN Working Group Chair

9:15 am- 10:45 am

Panel session I “What does your Network look like?”






Moderated by Michael Mishkind

Panelists (David Allison, William Friedman, Ruth Stark, Lincoln Stein, Gerald Stubbs, George Roderick, Sandy Andelman, Karl Flessa)

10:45 am – 11:00 am

Morning break

11:00 am – 12:30 pm

Poster session I 



12:30 pm – 2:00 pm

Lunch with managing program officers






Available program officers (To be announced)

2:00 pm – 3:30 pm

Panel session II (How do you communicate?)

Moderated by Alan Tessier

Panelists (Clifford Cunningham, William Inskeep, Neocles Leontis, Richard Condit, Gary Lovett, John McLachlan, William Michener)

3:30 pm – 3:45 pm

Afternoon break

3:45 pm – 5:15 pm

Poster session II

5:15 pm – 6:30 pm

Reception Room 555






All participants, NSF Program Officers 

Sept 13, 2005:  NSF Stafford II, Room 555
8:00 am


Morning refreshment

8:30 am – 10:00 am

Panel session III (Highlight uniquely RCN accomplishments)





Moderated by Bill Winner

Panelists (Stephen Dopson, James Ehleringer, Debra Mohnen, Bret Tyler, Doug Soltis, Bruce Young) 

10:00 am – 10:15 am

Morning break

10:15 am – 11:45 am

Poster session III

11:45 am – 12:30 pm

Wrap up session










