Tips for Preparing an Application to the

 National Institutes of Health 
By Dr. Elli Wurtzel                                                                                     Department of Biological Sciences, Lehman College
The Review Process:

· Proposals are divided and distributed to appropriate panels (i.e. neuroscience, molecular biology, genetics).  Panels may have 20 or so reviewers who are given responsibility to review 3-7 proposals and to read the remainder (35 or so) for discussion purposes.

· Reviewers are provided with the proposal and prior critiques.

· Three reviewers (primary (P), secondary (S) and reader) review each proposal; only P and S reviewers usually provide written comments. 

· Reviewers are not always directly experienced with your specific research area, so keep this in mind when writing your proposal.

· Reviewers provide a rough rating level (1-5) to each application; over 3.5 is discussed as “not scored”; proposals scoring more than 2.5 will probably not get funded; most proposals are rated between 2 and 3.5. 

· Reviewers provide comments both to justify their scoring and to help the investigator.  It is critical that PIs keep in mind that reviewers have copies of older critiques; address the issues raised in past reviews in your proposal! 

· After initial scoring, there is a discussion of the proposals by the entire panel.  Each panel member gives his/her own score of the proposal following the discussion period. 

· The budget is discussed and changes are recommended (both additions and deletions). 

Writing your Proposal: 

· The proposal must be hypothesis-driven!  State the hypothesis clearly in the abstract and in a clearly marked section early in your proposal. 

· There must be a short list of “specific aims.”  Each item must be justified (i.e., why is aim #1 important in addressing your hypothesis?). Consider the relative importance and order of execution of each specific aim.  Include this list in the abstract and in the introduction, following the hypothesis.  The reviewer should not have to struggle to find this information early in your proposal.

· Follow the NIH guidelines for each section of the proposal; don't neglect to include a separate section for preliminary results together with supporting data or figures.

· Introduction/Background: describe the existing knowledge in your field (an up to date literature review is important; full citations including titles and all authors should be included in the Bibliography); make sure to include the “Significance” of the research project (especially the biomedical significance); present the project in the context of a long range plan (“the big picture”). 

Research Design and Methods:

· Organize this section according to the specific aims (briefly reiterate the rationale for each).

· In describing experiments, don’t forget to describe possible pitfalls and alternative strategies.

· Specific aims should not depend on success of earlier aims [i.e. if aim #1 fails, the following aims can’t be accomplished.]

· Include (but clearly delineate) future directions (where will this research lead? what’s next in your next round of funding?)

· Include the personnel involved with each specific aim; include a realistic timetable for each aim (better to be on the conservative side, though not too conservative!). 

· In constructing your proposal, start with a budget to identify the possible breadth of your research project.  Check carefully that in experimental design, the personnel/time & effort and research timetables directly correlate with items in the budget and budget justification.

· Innovative experimental approaches will be noted and lead to higher scores, but are not essential if the science is good and the proposal is well written.

· Preliminary data adds strength to your proposal; without it, you might consider submitting an application for a “pilot” project.

Other Tips:

· Have someone else read your proposal; eliminate typos, and keep the proposal well structured, so reviewers can find info easily and important points stand out.  A section addressing prior reviewer comments is helpful if placed at the beginning of appropriate sections (intro/or experimental design).  Pay attention to any special instructions for submitting revised proposals. 

· Personnel/PI: Don’t forget to describe any special training and/or expertise that you may have in the Biographical Sketch and in the text of the proposal.  Also describe collaborations (don’t forget to attach a recent letter of support); both will be noted as “strengths” in the review.  Furthermore, if it does not appear that you and/or collaborators are not well versed in the experimental protocols, your proposal is unlikely to get a fundable rating.

Budget:  

· Check the “Request for Applications (RFA)” for suitable budget items.  Some possibilities include technicians, grad student support, released time, summer salary, supplies, travel for PI and personnel, etc. (again, check correlation between budget and proposed research).

· Justification:  justify everything or it may be deleted from the budget!  Also make sure that any equipment requested is described in the experimental design.  In the facilities listing, you might include alternative available equipment if you don’t get yours funded.  Be careful! If it is freely available as a shared item, you may not get “your own.” 

· Other: make sure to describe training of personnel, especially with hazardous chemicals; read the guidelines to address other issues such as human subject or animal use/permits/justifications etc.

Appendices: 

· Caution!  Additional material is not always read as carefully as what is in the proposal; therefore, put what is essential in the body of your proposal. 

Proposal writing checklist
 FORMCHECKBOX 
 My research plan is hypothesis-driven.

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 I have clearly stated the specific aims with rationale.

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 I have stated the biomedical significance.

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 The research plan addresses prior critiques.

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 The abstract lists hypothesis & specific aims in concise form.

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 The introduction lists hypothesis & specific aims with rationale.
 FORMCHECKBOX 
 The experimental design is well structured & divided according to aims.
 FORMCHECKBOX 
 The research plan addresses pitfalls & outlines alternative approaches.

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 Later aims do not depend on success of earlier aims.

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 My special strengths and collaborators are highlighted.

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 I have included recent letters of support from collaborators.

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 The research plan includes a timetable & list of personnel involved (who does what & when). 
 FORMCHECKBOX 
 The correlation between budget & project is clear.

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 There is a clear correlation between equipment requested & equipment availability.

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 There are no typos.

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 The proposal is readable; I have followed all font size, margin, & page limitation guidelines. 

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 My proposal has been reviewed by a colleague.
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