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Q&A from S-STEM Proposal Development Webinars Facilitated by MN 
Associates, Inc.: 

 
Tips on Developing Your Research & Evaluation Plans  

for Your 2025 S-STEM Grant Proposal  
and 

Developing & Using a Logic Model or Theory of Change  
in Your NSF S-STEM Proposal 

 
January and February 2025 

 
Topic Area Question and Answer 

Budget What is a typical or reasonable budget range for a 5-year 
project for Evaluators?  
 
A: It depends on the scope of work and the Track. Because NSF 
does not provide a directive, the budget will vary based on the 
study type, the evaluator's market rate, and what is feasible for 
the project. Moreover, the budget should be based on the scope 
of work throughout the grant period and how long it would take 
to complete the work. You may ask potential evaluators to 
break down their costs (scope of work, labor/costs for the work 
to be done each year, people hours, time it would take to 
complete the task) and see what is reasonable. Charges vary 
across evaluators/evaluations, but in our experience for S-
STEM grants, they tend to be about 2% to 5% of the total 
budget and in some rare cases 8-10%, since there isn’t much 
money left after the Scholarships are accounted for in the 
budget. 
 
I suggest working with your PIs and co-PIs to make sure that 
your project design is aligned with the amount of work that you 
can put into it, so you have a solid and robust evaluation while 
also contributing to the GoK part of the S-STEM grant.  
 
It may also be helpful to visit the NSF S-STEM FAQs (question 
#23).   

IRB Approval Since the evaluation contributes to the generation of 
knowledge, should all of the evaluation instruments (surveys, 
focus groups, interviews, etc.) be included in the IRB 
application? 
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A: It depends on the institution. Some institutions will not grant 
IRB approval unless all of the tools or instruments are validated 
and included in the application. Other institutions will say that 
IRB determination is not required as the grant activities are not 
considered human research. If you are not publishing your 
results, IRB approval is likely not necessary, but I suggest that 
you talk to your IRB representative to get the details. 

Obtaining an Evaluator What can you tell me about the “competitive bid” issue? 
 
A: It is important to have a good understanding of your 
institution’s procurement policies and rules, if any, before 
engaging an outside evaluator in the pre-award/proposal 
process.  
 
In our experience, many state-funded institutions have criteria. 
The state may want to select an outside evaluator (“vendor”) 
through a competitive bidding process; so PIs need to know 
how to engage with evaluators in the pre-award phase.  
 
If an evaluator is engaged in work before a team has consulted 
institutional procurement procedures, there is a chance that they 
will complete their work but be unable to receive a contract to 
complete the work upon award. The institution may need to put 
the work out for a bid through a competitive bidding process, 
and a low-cost bid may be awarded the work.  
If there is a bidding process at your institution, it may be best to 
request that your institution pay for your Evaluator’s time 
upfront. Some institutions will permit this since there are no 
guarantees of work upon award. In this case, you would also 
need to ask your evaluator whether they are open to separating 
their pre-award/proposal work from the rest of their work so 
they can be compensated for their work during the pre-
award/proposal stage up front.   

Obtaining a Researcher My researcher just let me know that she can no longer fill that 
role. Since it is so close to the submission date, do you have any 
suggestions on how to find a new researcher?  
 
A: I suggest looking for qualified and available colleagues at 
your institution in the education, psychology, and sociology 
departments. 

Project Stakeholders and 
Roles 

Can someone who acts as Co-PI on an S-STEM grant 
simultaneously work as an external evaluator on an S-STEM 
grant at another institution, or is this a conflict of interest? 
 
A: If the Co-PI is not at the same institution, this is fine as long 
as the external Evaluator is not named as senior personnel or a 
Co-PI. 
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Project Stakeholders and 
Roles 

Is a Social Science Researcher required? 
 
A: A Social Science Researcher is not required for Tracks 1 and 
2 but is required for Track 3. 

Project Stakeholders and 
Roles 

Can a Discipline-Based Education Researcher fill the role of 
the social science researcher? 
 
A: Yes. 

Project Stakeholders and 
Roles 

If my team does not know who our Evaluator will be ahead of 
time, how do we add a biographical sketch to the proposal? 
 
A: It is generally recommended to have an evaluator involved 
in the proposal process, so they can write the evaluation plan 
and co-develop the Logic Model with the PI/Co-PIs. 

Project Stakeholders and 
Roles 

Can the Evaluator come from the field of STEM Education 
research? 
 
A: Yes. 

Project Stakeholders and 
Roles 

Who is the “researcher”? 
 
A: “Researcher” refers to a PI, Co-PI, and/or Social Science 
Researcher (who must be engaged in Track 3). These 
individuals are responsible for building and contributing to 
knowledge for STEM education for low-income scholars. As 
per the NSF solicitation, “Track 1 and 2 projects are expected 
to contribute to knowledge by disseminating results from their 
external evaluation reports. Projects should strive to inform 
understanding about the effectiveness of factors and/or 
activities associated with retention, student success, transfer, 
academic/career pathways, and degree attainment through the 
dissemination of their evaluation results… Track 3 projects are 
expected to generate knowledge through external evaluation as 
well as through a clear and rigorous research plan based on the 
scalability of the interventions to the different institutions in the 
consortia. This research is led by PIs, Co-PIs, or senior staff 
who are faculty in social sciences or educational research.” 

Project Stakeholders and 
Roles 

Is it correct to say PIs lead the generation of knowledge and 
Evaluator leads the Evaluation?  
 
A: No. The PIs should not be doing any social science research 
under any circumstances. In Tracks 1 and 2, the generation of 
knowledge is carried out by the Evaluator. In Track 3, the 
generation of knowledge is a collaborative process shared by 
the Social Science Researcher and the Evaluator. 

Project Stakeholders and 
Roles 

I have three related questions. (a) Should a team involve the 
Evaluator in designing instruments for data collection? (b) If 
so, does this place an undue burden on the Evaluator? (c) How 
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much separation should be maintained between the Evaluator 
and the team's researchers to maintain objectivity? 
 
A: (a) Yes, the Evaluator should play a significant role in 
determining measures for data collection upon award. 
(b) No, as this is an expected responsibility for Evaluators. 
(c) The data is collected by the Evaluator (and, in some cases, 
the Social Science Researcher). The team members (e.g., PI, co-
PI, senior personnel) generally do not collect the data but rather 
facilitate this process; thus, the team members do not have 
access to the data and instead are focused on maintaining 
relationships with the scholars. Evaluators must maintain 
Scholar confidentiality when reporting the data and clearly 
express to scholars that the information they report and whether 
they provide data at all is strictly between them and the 
Evaluator. 
 
For instance, an Evaluator would request that a PI administer an 
online survey to a group of scholars and provide a link. This 
Evaluator may choose to provide feedback to the PI that only 6 
out of 25 scholars have completed the survey and ask the PI to 
follow up with them, aiming to prompt more participation. The 
PI (and the team in general) would not know which students 
have completed the survey and the Evaluator would keep this 
information confidential. 

Project Stakeholders and 
Roles 

In Track 3, who leads the Student Needs Assessment?  
 
A: It’s a collaborative effort most often between the Social 
Science Researcher and the Co-PIs. Much of the work can be 
done by the Social Science Researcher, such as identifying the 
tools and instruments to use. However, if the Social Science 
Researcher is outside of the institution, they will not likely 
know much about the institution. Co-PIs can provide helpful 
input here because they have boots on the ground and 
administer the surveys to scholars.   

Project Stakeholders and 
Roles 

Should an Evaluator be expected to measure student 
competencies for discipline-specific programs (e.g., 
engineering)? 
 
A: Depending on the Track; student competencies are assessed 
either by a researcher (Track 3) or by the Evaluator (Tracks 1 
and 2). They will likely have a couple of questions targeted 
toward student competencies and other related outcomes. In 
Track 3, the Social Science Researcher generally evaluates 
student outcomes and competencies. In general, be sure to 
specify in your proposal who is doing the work and generating 
the knowledge. In all tracks, make sure to mention that the 
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Evaluator is contributing to the knowledge, as reviewers will be 
looking for this. Please note that the solicitation clearly says 
that research is not required in Tracks 1 and 2 but evaluation 
should contribute to the Generation of Knowledge via robust 
evaluation. 

Project Stakeholders and 
Roles 

For Track 3, can the researcher be on the faculty of your 
institution or can they be a Dean outside the department? 
 
A: Yes, both a faculty member from your institution and a Dean 
can serve as the Social Science Researcher, as long as they are 
outside of the department in which the project will take place. 
However, keep in mind the time and effort a Dean would 
realistically be able to devote to the work; Track 3 research is 
quite involved, and reviewers may point this out as a concern 
with your proposal. 

Project Stakeholders and 
Roles 

We have an in-house Evaluation Specialist who is helping us 
develop the Logic Model and evaluation plan but is unable to 
serve as an Evaluator on the project. An external Evaluator 
(not yet identified) will base their work on the existing Logic 
Model and evaluation plan. How would that be seen by 
reviewers? 
 
A: Talk to your external evaluator when they come on board 
(pre-award period) to assess how they feel about using someone 
else's "work." Evaluator responses will vary/depend; some may 
be okay with this and others may prefer to do their work. In 
certain cases, the evaluation plan can also be slightly tweaked 
upon award without losing its “essence.”  
The reviewers would not know whether the Evaluation 
Specialist or the Evaluator wrote the Logic Model and 
evaluation plan, and thus this would not factor into their review 
of the proposal. 

Project Stakeholders and 
Roles 

Someone in our STEM division has a PhD in Education. Would 
she be able to be a researcher or is that a conflict of interest or 
bias for the project? 
 
A: Yes, this person could be the Social Science Researcher for 
your project as long as they are not in the same STEM 
department as the one in which the S-STEM program will be 
implemented. 

Needs Assessments Is it safe to assume that proposals without proper needs 
assessments are unlikely to be funded?  
 
A: No, not necessarily. However, it's always good to have some 
kind of needs assessment, even if it is informal. For example, if 
a college does not have the time or resources to do a formal 
needs assessment, they may pull information from existing data 
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and resources on campus. Be sure to include a sentence or two 
explaining how you have come to your conclusion about needs 
or gaps and how your grant is going to address them.    

Needs Assessments Can the information gained from having run two prior S-STEM 
programs “substitute” or contribute to the needs assessment, 
even if the information is limited to the students who applied 
and those who were served?  
 
A: It depends; keep a few things in mind. First, if the scope, 
design, or structure of the S-STEM program was different than 
the one you are applying for (e.g., the previous program was 
focused on Engineering students and you are applying for a 
grant for a general STEM program), the prior needs assessment 
may no longer be relevant. Also, note that institutional needs 
shift significantly over time, and have changed rapidly since 
2020 with the COVID-19 pandemic. I would generally exercise 
caution around using information from a needs assessment for a 
previous S-STEM program in a current needs assessment. 
 
However, I would suggest that, if you’ve had a grant before, in 
the section about prior awards and results, take advantage and 
write about some of the lessons learned and good practices. 
This is important because it shows the reviewer that you have 
indeed learned from your past grant program and identified 
paths forward for the new solicitation.   

Dissemination I am curious about the different ways in which the work can be 
disseminated. I know common practices include writing 
research papers and presenting at conferences, but are there 
others?   
 
A: Additional dissemination strategies or platforms we have 
seen used include AAAS S-STEM REC blogs, webinars, panel 
discussions, symposia, and sharing findings on LinkedIn. 

Dissemination Does the evaluation need to “measure” the amount of 
dissemination of knowledge?  
 
A: No, not formally. As per the solicitation, you are simply 
required to disseminate knowledge and evaluation in a way that 
extends outside your STEM and NSF S-STEM communities. 

Data Analysis Is it okay to include other data descriptive approaches, 
including a risk and protective approach?  
 
A: Yes. There are no restrictions on methodology. Your research 
questions should determine the methodology and not the other 
way around.  

Data Analysis What is the unit of analysis for research to differentiate from 
evaluation? 
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A: Very broadly speaking, at a high level, the unit of analysis 
for research is the scholars’ outcomes (e.g., affective, cognitive, 
dispositional, and behavioral), whereas the unit of analysis for 
evaluation is the S-STEM program itself – you are measuring 
its fidelity of implementation and overall efficacy.  

Evaluation vs. Research Is it correct that the Logic Model and the evaluation plan 
should mostly focus on the program and its goals, while the 
research should mostly focus on the students themselves and 
their ‘journey’ as they participate in program activities? 
 
A: In short, yes. The evaluation and logic model are focused on 
the overall program implementation, process, and efficacy; for 
instance, they are concerned with whether the full program is 
working well and delivering its intended outcomes (planned vs 
implemented).  
 
The research side is focused on the efficacy of specific 
interventions within the program, with a focus on contributing 
to knowledge (for your program/institution and contributing to 
STEM education as a field) around supporting and advancing 
the academic careers of NSF S-STEM scholars. 

Research Questions Are research questions necessary or required for Track 2? What 
are the pros and cons of the research questions in such a case? 
 
A: This question was answered live during the webinar. 

Generation of Knowledge 
(GOK) 

Is Generation of Knowledge required for Track 2? 
 
A: No. The evaluator is supposed to contribute to the GOK via 
a robust evaluation and dissemination process. 

Logic Model Is there a pro/con to putting the Logic Model in the 
supplementary doc instead of the 15-page PD? 
 
A: It is suggested that you include it in the Supplemental 
Document section of your proposal submission. A good Logic 
Model can take up to a page, which is a lot for a 15-page 
project description. You may want to think carefully about how 
you can maximize your project presentation within the 15-page 
limit.  

Logic Model and Theory 
of Change 

For Needs, there’s a question among our team: is it better to 
say, “low retention rates” or “higher retention rates,” in other 
words, Needs means what we don’t do well now, or better to 
frame it in a way saying we need to do X, Y, Z? 
 
A: You can state the gaps and actual needs in the program for 
which you need the grant funding (“We have these needs; hence 
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we require the grant to help support our S-STEM Scholars”). In 
essence, write simply. 

Logic Model and Theory 
of Change 

At what point in the proposal-writing process do people 
typically create the Theory of Change or Logic Model? I 
imagine that one would recommend creating it before writing 
anything; however, I see the instance where you don’t complete 
it until after you’ve finished your proposal. In other words, is it 
typically more used as a tool for mapping out the project in 
advance of writing, or is it a living document that develops 
throughout planning and writing? Thank you! 
 
A: Usually while completing the goals, objectives, and 
activities section of the proposal – once you know what you 
will be doing in your S-STEM program. Mind you, a Logic 
model is a road map/blueprint of the program and could be 
slightly modified based on how the program is being 
implemented. More importantly, the evaluation is very closely 
aligned with the Logic Model.   

 
 
Resource Links: 

• Webinar: Tips on Developing Your Research and Evaluation Plans for the 2025 S-STEM 

Grant Proposal 

o Slide Deck 

o Recording  

• Webinar: Developing and Using a Logic Model or Theory of Change in Your NSF S-

STEM Proposal 

o Slide Deck 

o Recording  

• Guidebook: Preparing Research and Evaluation Plans for NSF S-STEM Grant Proposals 

• MNA Evaluation Technical Assistance Request Form 

• 2025 S-STEM REC Proposal Preparation Webinar Series Materials 

• NSF 2025 S-STEM Program Solicitation 

• NSF 2025 S-STEM Solicitation Overview Webinar 

• NSF 2025 S-STEM Solicitation FAQs 

https://sstemrec.aaas.org/event/tips-on-developing-your-research-evaluation-plans-for-your-2025-s-stem-grant-proposal/
https://sstemrec.aaas.org/event/tips-on-developing-your-research-evaluation-plans-for-your-2025-s-stem-grant-proposal/
https://sstemrec.aaas.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/01/S-STEM-REC_GoKEval_2025.pdf
https://youtu.be/RUnMruYiNJM
https://sstemrec.aaas.org/event/developing-and-using-a-logic-model-or-theory-of-change-in-your-nsf-s-stem-proposal/
https://sstemrec.aaas.org/event/developing-and-using-a-logic-model-or-theory-of-change-in-your-nsf-s-stem-proposal/
https://sstemrec.aaas.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/01/S-STEM-REC_Logic-Model-2025.pdf
https://youtu.be/T8-1D5xf18Q
https://sstemrec.aaas.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/01/GUIDEBOOK_PrePrint.pdf
https://airtable.com/appzH02oqHbPtnrYA/pagZMwMyNSSjCt4Za/form
https://sstemrec.aaas.org/event/2025-s-stem-proposal-preparation-webinar-series/
https://www.nsf.gov/funding/opportunities/s-stem-nsf-scholarships-science-technology-engineering-mathematics/nsf25-514/solicitation
https://www.nsf.gov/funding/opportunities/s-stem-nsf-scholarships-science-technology-engineering-mathematics/announcements/115889
https://www.nsf.gov/pubs/2025/nsf25029/nsf25029.jsp

