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Feedback was gathered from (1) the NAASC staff via helpdesk tickets; (2) ANASAC members 
who consulted their colleagues; (3) the feedback form we requested PIs to fill in.   There were 
74 responses to the feedback form (pictured below) out of 318 PIs who were contacted, for a 
23% response rate.  The distributions of ratings from the form are attached as Appendix A.    
 
 
 

 
 
 
A future version of the OT could invite users to complete a similar feedback form upon 
successful submission of a proposal (via the dialog box that says their proposal was successfully 
submitted). 
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Findings 
 
Feedback 
Form 
Statistics 

Science   
Portal 
documents 

Proposer’s 
Guide 

OT 
documents 

Technical 
Handbook 

Primer OT 
experience 

Helpdesk 
experience 

Very Good 21 / 30% 29 / 43% 17 / 28% 20 / 30% 25 / 46% 15 / 21% 25 / 64% 
Good 36 / 51% 31 / 46% 28 / 46% 37 / 55% 17 / 31% 25 / 35% 9 / 23% 
Good + VG 57 / 81% 60 / 89% 45 / 74% 57 / 85% 42 / 77% 40 / 56% 34 / 87% 
Moderate 9 4 12 7 6 20 2  
Adequate 3 4 2 2 5 5 1 
Poor 2 / 2% 0 / 0 % 2 / 3% 1 / 1.5% 1 / 2% 7 / 10% 2 / 5% 
Total 
Response 

71 68 61 67 54 72 39 

N/A 3 4 13 7 20 2 35 

 
 
Helpdesk 
The helpdesk was highest rated, with 64% of 39 feedback form respondents who used it rating it 
Very Good.    Helpdesk comments were not specifically solicited and the few that were made said 
it was very good and quick, and the staff were helpful. 
 

• Recommendations: no change in how we operate the helpdesk. 
 
Community Days/Webinars 
The form asked only about CDEs but some people assumed we meant webinars as well.   81% 
of feedback form respondents had heard about the CDEs.    One person said they should be 
advertised better, not just in eNews.  A small number of people requested that proposal 
support CDEs be continued and a few people said they were not necessary anymore and/or 
NAASC should focus on data reduction workshops/webinars now.    One sentiment expressed 
was that CDEs should not be too close to the deadline, and another was not to schedule one 
on the Weds before Thanksgiving. 
 

• Recommendations:   there is little content from this feedback form to inform any changes 
in how we might change our approach to CDEs, webinars and workshops in the future.  

 
Documentation 
The documents were rated similarly, with the following Very Good plus Good percentages 

• Science Portal: 81% 
• Proposer’s Guide: 89% 
• OT docs: 74% 
• Technical Handbook: 85% 
• Primer: 77% 

 
Summary of the most important feedback on documentation 
The main complaints about the documentation concerned overwhelming and confusing 
information, and information spread across too many documents.  There were requests for 
more streamlined, less complex, and better organized documentation.  This is very similar to 
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Cycle 1 complaints.     It is clear that in spite of our efforts to streamline documentation and 
make it easier to navigate people are still finding it confusing, and difficult to find things.   
 
People are generally happy with the Technical Handbook and the Primer, presumably because 
they are using those for the reasons we intended, namely to (respectively) find details when 
necessary, and to get a high level introduction for novices. 
 
The biggest issues are with the way that information is spread across the Call, the PG, the 
Capabilities document and the various OT documents.   Many of the comments on the OT itself 
reinforce this conclusion. 
 

• Recommendations    
o We need to convene a small team well before the next call to take a fresh look 

at how the information is organized and consider a dramatic re-organization 
with fewer documents and better indexing.    

o There are also several specific issues that need better explanation as people 
were not understanding them fully, such as spectral scans and observing 
overheads. 

 
List of specific comments about documentation 

• Include more technical information in the PG 
• Hard to find configuration information which made it difficult to run simulations; have a 

table summarizing configurations and their resolutions & MRSs 
• No documentation on how to design an observing pattern, eg. a large linear source. 
• The Roadmap questions were needlessly anxiety raising for the non-expert 
• It was unclear what belonged in the TJ form vs. the PDF 
• Use more of a cookbook approach for new users  
• It would be useful to have a short document explaining the basics; it’s hard to find basic 

information such as the page limit 
• The Primer still has examples designed for Cycle 0 and Cycle 1 [CJL: is this true?] 
• KB articles: give smaller titles and have keywords to make the searches easier, 

otherwise one often has to click on the article to see if it is relevant 
• Merge the Capabilities document and the Proposer’s Guide 
• Difficult non-technical words for non-English speakers were used, which dictionaries 

don’t help with, such as roadmap and ingested 
• The documentation on spectral scans with 5 LO settings lacked explanation of how they 

differed from using 5 separate SGs, and why the overheads are larger 
• Couldn’t find file format for uploading multiple sources – had to google it  
• Have a single required template for the pdf to level the playing field; ambiguity about 

font size allowed; put publicity box into OT to save space in the pdf 
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Observing Tool 
Summary of the most important feedback on the OT 

1. Observing overheads confused and misled many people, and clearly some discovered 
they are quantized and thus they could edge their rms up slightly to drop the overhead 
significantly. 

2. Nobody liked the TJ form.   
3. There were many disparaging comments about the editor, particularly copy/paste issues, 

poor formatting control, and unreliability. 
4. Overly restrictive:  surveys still far too costly; difficult for experts to optimize 

calibration. 
5. There were many other specific comments that should be addressed, as listed below. 

 
• Recommendations   

o Replace the editor with a more capable and robust one. 
o Have the TJ form allow text boxes only for flagged warnings, limit each to only a 

few words, and add back a page to the pdf for a written TJ for all the SGs.  
Improve the documentation on exactly what the TJ needs to justify. 

o Convene a tiger team early to address how we should tackle the overhead & 
calibrator issues people complained about, and how we could make it more 
feasible to do large surveys. 

 
 
List of specific comments about the OT 

• OT crashing unexpectedly and unpredictably, eg when deleting multiple sources; OT 
buggy or non-intuitive, eg filling in values by itself and losing values unexpectedly 

• The TJ form was criticized by many, especially having to do one for each SB, and the 
poor formatting of the printed version 

• The editor was roundly excoriated for not treating line breaks well; poor cut/paste; no 
symbols; inconsistent and buggy behavior; text not getting saved.  “pressing Ctrl-s,q 
when inside of the editor closes down the entire OT without saving any changes.” 

• The overheads could be significantly reduced by very small changes in rms (due to 
quantized calibration requirements) which means some people tweaked their rms to 
reduce their overheads (unfair to those who didn’t know to do this); the overheads 
were unpredictable and difficult to understand; overheads differed using different 
operating systems.   [CJL: this last one needs verification.  The one case that NA is 
aware of actually turned out to be an error by the proposer:  they were using the 
tarball and had not updated it with patch u1.]   

• Some people recommended removing the overhead issue by just using the on-source 
time, and letting the observatory factor in overheads when scheduling.  [CJL:  this 
wouldn’t work well using our SG <-> SB model, and could allow projects with absurdly 
large overheads to be approved.  Perhaps we can design a better approach for the 
future that doesn’t involve proposers having to deal with overheads.] 

• Spectral tool allows lines to be selected that don’t validate; the spectral viewer has 
confusing colors regarding allowed lines 

• Could not copy correlator configuration from one SG to another; cannot copy one 
proposal to a new one even before submission 
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• Standalone sensitivity calculator doesn’t estimate overheads.  Some people felt it should 
be made to do so.  [CJL: it can’t do so accurately since overheads depend on the total 
plan for the SG.  So the documentation needs to alert people to this issue better.] 

• Save the spectral lines in the viewer and save an image of the spectral viewer to help 
share discussion with collaborators 

• Should be able to change co-I order 
• Could not use user calibration for self-calibrating a source; OT prevents complex or 

technically more efficient approaches from being used 
• Offer some basic mosaic standard setups 
• Default calibration procedure for mapping an area with point sources does too many 

abs flux cals. 
• Surveys with large numbers of sources at large distances are prohibitively long due to 

the overheads.  In many cases could allow much larger separations than 10 degrees; 
large surveys very painful to setup. 

• Once one spectral window is setup for a line, give a shortcut to setting up 
complementary spws, eg. a line spw with another spw on either side to maximize 
velocity coverage 

• The spectral line tool should not dynamically update, eg it takes forever to run through 
all molecules that start with C; have a search button 

• The maximum data rate warning could discourage better science from the archive; show 
a breakdown of how parts of the program are contributing to the data rate 

• Have some example files, annotated to show common mistakes 
• Have the OT take into account overlapping fields for user-specified mosaics 
• Have the OT handle duplications 
• It would be nice if the OT calculated the brightness temperature/flux density equivalents 

in the “Expected Source Properties” as well as in the “Control and Performance” 
section 

• Have the total time estimate posted somewhere in the OT after validation, not just on 
the cover page of the printout 

• Instead of having the spectral bandwidth default to the smallest, have the button say 
“select” to make it more obvious that this options needs to be thought about 

• People used the TJ form for long justifications, making the TA job a lot harder, so make 
the TJ boxes specific to the warnings only, and limit the number of words much more 
tightly [CJL:  there was indeed the intent that the form would have the actual TJ 
justification text, which is why the length of the pdf was reduced from 5 to 4 pages.  If 
we change that then the pdf needs to be made longer again.] 

 
 
CASA and simulator 
CASA and simalma were not directly enquired about in the feedback form.  Some comments did 
come in from the ANASAC surveys. 

• The lack of simulator for Macs was problematic 
• “I had minor issues with simobserve and simanalyze, but put in helpdesk tickets to deal 

with them... I wouldn't have run into them if simalma were more flexible in terms of 
specifying options for mosaics and imaging ...” 
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Comments regarding issues for novices 
There were remarkably few comments about difficulties for new users in particular, but since 
the request for feedback was only sent to (NA) PIs, we could expect such comments to be 
under-represented.  The few comments made were: 

• SGs are confusing for novices [CJL: I presume this means the SG structure is non-
intuitive] 

• Have more CDEs to give better insights into interferometry for novices 
• “The OT and overall proposal process is easy to handle and understand for a researcher 

new to radio astronomy. It was especially helpful that all the overheads were calculated 
for you.” 

• “while I could tell that they tried to make the ALMA Observing Tool accessible for non-
radio astronomers, they have not completely succeeded yet. Still too much radio-centric 
jargon, and a few other areas that could be improved. I don't think I could have set up 
my proposed observations properly within the ALMA OT without help from a radio 
expert Co-I.” 

• “The fact that I needed help with the OT may indicate that more effort is needed to 
prepare the general public for this part of ALMA.”  (from an expert) 

 
 
Policy issues 

• Dislike for the long C2 period – bad for students/postdocs  
• Share calibration data between projects to minimize overheads 
• Make cal DB available outside of OT 
• Make reduced images available from the archive outside of the large tarball 
• The proposal process favors “good ol’ boys” 
• Pick a more reasonable value for a “large” overhead fraction; 30% is crazy 
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APPENDIX A: Distributions of Scores from Feedback Form 
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