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PROPOSAL REVIEWED: Effects of PCB pollution on river otter reproduction in the Duwamish River
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AUTHORS: (three sophomore non-science majors)


I. My rank of specific parts of your proposal:
· Problem Statement, Objective, or Hypothesis – clarity, viability, significance:	
[X] Very Good	[  ] Good 	[  ] Fair 	[  ] Poor 

· Feasibility (after some revision):		
[X] Very Good	[  ] Good 	[  ] Fair 	[  ] Poor 

· Introduction & Background – content, organization, detail, relevance all balanced: 
[  ] Very Good		[X] Good 	[  ] Fair 	[  ] Poor 

· Methods & Experimental Design or Sampling Strategy
[  ] Very Good		[  ] Good 	[X] Fair 	[  ] Poor 

· Citations & References - appropriate & indicate sufficient research
[  ] Very Good		[  ] Good 	[X] Fair 	[  ] Poor 

· Writing Quality/Clarity	
[  ] Very Good		[X] Good 	[  ] Fair 	[  ] Poor 

Avg: 3


II. My Overall Rating of this proposal:
 [  ] Very Good: High quality in nearly all respects; authors clearly thought critically about this project, did their research with attention to detail, format, and content alike. 
[X] Good: A quality proposal, with room for major revisions in one aspect of the proposal, or minor but common issues in one or more sections: additional editing, etc.
[  ] Fair: Proposal is significantly lacking in two or more critical aspects; key issues or deficiencies detract from the quality of this project idea; instructions may not have been followed completely.
[  ] Poor: Proposal has serious deficiencies (any of: incomplete, faulty assumptions, inadequate methodology, badly written in places, or seems unlikely to succeed as a project. 
III. My specific comments. I’ve read through your proposal with a stereotypically stodgy, critical, professorial eye  – please keep in mind as you read my comments that I DO understand that, in most cases, you and your peers have tackled topics that were entirely new to you and that designing  $110,000 scientific research projects is not something that comes innately. ; ) 

CRITIQUES:
Methods: “Blood chemistry” and “sex organ characteristics” (reproductive organ characteristics might be more delicate a term) are both extremely vague. For example, “blood chemistry” could mean pH, red cell count, white cell count, PCB concentrations, testosterone concentrations, you name it. Unless you are more precise about this, it is unclear how you will actually test ‘reproductive success’. Instead, you might just test: bioaccumulation of PCB. Most proposals for this class share this trait of essentially trying to do too much, which I expected – I’m more concerned about precision of design and explanation than scope of work.

Methods: you are missing an entire, critical component (several paragraphs) that describes HOW you will measure PCBs in blood, as well as how you will use the equipment described in your Budget section for your other work! Yes, GC is mentioned in the Budget section, but this needs to be described, with the exact procedure noted, in the Methods section (a quick literature search on endocrine disruptors will give you numerous examples). What type of GC instrument will you use? How much blood do you need at a time? If analyzing fat, how will you dissolve the fat for analysis in a spectrometer or chromatograph? etc. These little maddening steps are essential to think about, or success is unlikely.

References: You could easily have found and cited more scientific studies on both (1) the broader issue of endocrine disruptors in aquatic ecosystems and (2) PCB contamination of aquatic mammals. This is a deficiency.

Methods: Detailed habitat and biological survey is a critical step that must be done FIRST (or, if done already by Fisheries and Wildlife, the data must be cited explicitly) before you can do anything else in this project. 

General: Studies on a specific organism always employ the scientific name (e.g., Lontra canadensis = genus and species) with the first mention of the common name (North American River Otter). In some journals, the common name is not used at all.

MAJOR STRENGTHS:
[bookmark: _GoBack]This is an overall well-designed, feasible study with a strong local component. I can tell this project is important to you. I am especially pleased with this proposal because, despite the few deficiencies noted above, it is clearly written in your own voices, and you demonstrate full ownership of it.
