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• Describe the components and 
purpose of NIH F-series 
fellowship applications.

• Develop a strong training plan 
with faculty mentors.

• Identify common reviewer 
expectations & avoidable errors.

Learning Objectives



School of Medicine Research Café Schedule

Dates Topic Facilitator

September 9 Intramural Funding Opportunities and Strategies Peter Winsauer, PhD

October 14 Grant Proposal Development Scott Edwards, PhD

November 11 Writing Specific Aims Nick Gilpin, PhD

December 9 Writing Research Strategy Sections David Welsh, MD

January 13 Preparing NIH Biosketches, Budgets, and Budget Justifications Peter Winsauer, PhD & Carly Pigg, CRA, CPRA, CFRA

February 10 Preparing for IBC Applications Arnold Zea, PhD

March 10 Preparing IACUC Applications Charles Nichols, PhD

April 14 Preparing and Submitting IRB Applications Jessica Rivera, MD, PhD

May 12 Basics of Submitting Extramural Fellowship Applications Scott Edwards, PhD, Eden Gallegos, PhD, Nick Harris, PhD 

June 9 Basics of Submitting Extramural Career Development Awards Nick Gilpin, PhD, Amanda Pahng, PhD,  Sydney Vita, PhD

July 14 Preparing Ancillary Documents Liz Simon, PhD



Fellowship Award Programs

Provide stipend, tuition, and small institutional allowance

Basic science and clinical faculty provide essential mentoring (Sponsorship)

• F30 – Predoctoral fellowship for MD/PhD students

• F31 – Predoctoral fellowship for PhD students

• F32 – Postdoctoral fellowship 

• F99/K00 – Transition from predoctoral to postdoctoral training



NRSA Success Rates by Selected Institutes (2025)

NIH Institute 2025 F30 2025 F31 2025 F32 2025 F99

NCI 25% 15% 17% 28%

NHLBI 34% 34% 35%

NIAID 39% 26% 34%

NEI 32% 32% 31%

NIA 13% 13% 11% 18%

NIMH 29% 18% 14%

NIDA 60% 42% 45%

NIAAA 25% 23% 29%



Why Should Trainees 
Think About Grants?

• Grants show that you can envision a major research trajectory, with the requisite 
balance of independence and collaborative skill.

• Good grantsmanship can take some time to develop, but once the skills are developed, 
it is highly transferrable and valuable to future employers.

• It is never too early or too late to start!  Also, you’re surrounded by investigators and 
collaborators who can help with grant writing.

• Be prepared for future opportunities from other sources – you might get looped into a 
research project or study as a valuable co-investigator and things move quickly.



Recent Revisions to NIH Fellowship Guidelines

• Designed to focus reviewer attention on three key assessments:

– The fellowship candidate's preparedness and potential

– Research training plan

– Sponsor and institutional commitment to the candidate

• Aims to ensure a broad range of candidates and research training 

contexts can be recognized as meritorious.

• Reduce bias by emphasizing commitment to the candidate 

without undue consideration of sponsor & institutional reputation.



NIH Fellowship Grant Components

• Candidate’s Goals, Preparedness, and Potential

– Overall Training Goals

– Candidate’s Preparedness

– Candidate’s Self-Assessment

– Scientific Perspective

• Training Activities and Timeline 

• Research Training Plan

• Sponsor & Institutional Commitment



Individual Development Plans (IDPs)
Required for all predocs and postdocs on NIH training and fellowship grants

www.myIDP.sciencecareers.org



IDP Example



 
Individual Development Plan 

Jessica Cucinello-Ragland, BA 
Spring 2021 (Year 4) 

 
Long-Term Goal:  
It is my long-term career goal to successfully establish my own externally funded 
laboratory and teach multiple courses at a primarily undergraduate institution (PUI). My 
research interests are to develop and validate more translationally relevant animal 
models of acute and chronic pain to determine the underlying neurobiological 
mechanisms behind hyperalgesia and analgesia. My ideal research program will utilize 
a combination of behavioral and molecular techniques, while my optimal teaching 
platform would include introductory and advanced courses on physiology, neuroscience, 
and psychopharmacology. This IDP is written with this long-term goal in mind.  
 
Self-Assessment:  
I have reflected on my strengths and weaknesses in the core competencies using a 
combination of my IDP and discussions with my mentors, and there are areas within 
each competency that I will aim to improve throughout the remainder of my graduate 
training. The following are specific areas within each competency that I plan to focus on 
for the next 6 months.  

• Scientific Knowledge: Increase broad-based understanding of alcohol-mediated 
regulation of nociception.  

• Research Skills: Master immunohistochemistry and stereotaxic surgery 
procedures. 

• Communication Skills: Negotiating difficult conversations.  

• Professionalism: Remain active on various School of Graduate Studies 
Committees, especially following the end of my SGA Presidency.  

• Management and Leadership Skills: Improve time management, both for myself 
and the students I co-mentor.  

• Career Planning: How to search for, apply to, and negotiate postdoctoral 
positions.  

 
Measurable Goals:  

1. Submit Neuroscience Letters manuscript and Journal of Neurophysiology review 
in early 2021.  

2. Optimize triple stain immunohistochemistry protocol by end of summer 2021.  
3. Complete all F31/dissertation female Western blot analyses by May 2021.  
4. Present research at Experimental Biology, Research Society on Alcoholism, and 

Society for Neuroscience meetings.  
5. Maintain existing research collaborations (Bazan, Pahng, Gilpin/Sharfman, 

Roberto) and discuss plans for publication.  
6. Incorporate better teaching practices (learned from APS TEBioED Fellowship) 

into my existing lectures.  

2023 NIH Helping End Addiction 
Long-Term (HEAL) Meeting

Washington DC

Another IDP Example



Candidate’s Goals, Preparedness, & Potential

• Craft an autobiographical timeline, 
bridging your strongest elements 
of past, present, and future.

• Create a sense of ”what could be”

Undergraduate
Research

Graduate
Research Independent

Research
CareerCollaborative

Success Stories



NIH Biographical Sketch
(always use most recent format version)

• Somewhat of a resumé and CV combo.

• For collaborative grants all associated 
personnel will submit an NIH Biosketch 
describing their role in the proposal.

• Principle Investigator (You)

• Sponsor & Co-Sponsors

• Collaborators & Consultants

• You will submit this anytime you are part of 
a formal NIH grant proposal in your career.

• Make one now & customize as needed

• Keep an eye out for format revisions



Training Activities and Timeline

Research Conferences &
Other Customized Training

Research
Training

Customized 
Education & Service



Customized Training Plan - Easy to Read for Reviewers
Should Also Align with Sponsoring Team Skills & Plans for Training 



Reference Letters

• Need 3-5 reference letters who can speak to your 

qualities as an emerging scientist.

– Nice to have letters from faculty or staff from 

different stages of your early career.

– These will be submitted separately by the writers.

• These are different from the letters of support 

(LOS) that you will assemble within your main 

NRSA application.

– LOS are more specific and tailored to your research 

or training needs.



Research Training Plan



Specific Aims & 
Research Strategy

• Contributions from Sponsoring team, including 
conceptualizations & preliminary data.

• Keep in mind that the research should serve a 
training purpose in line with your goals.

Taylor Fitzpatrick-Schmidt

F30AA030941

Stephanie Lee

F30AA031900



Emphasize Training Aspects of the Research



Summary Statement – How Did You Do?



NIH Grant Scoring Scale – Low Score is Better

Impact Score Descriptor

High Impact

(Fundable Range)

1 Exceptional – Essentially no weaknesses

2 Outstanding – Negligible weaknesses

3 Excellent – Some minor weaknesses

Medium Impact

(Revise & Resubmit)

4 Very Good – Numerous minor weaknesses

5 Good – Some moderate weaknesses

6 Satisfactory

Low Impact

7 Fair

8 Marginal

9 Poor



What if You Need a 
Second Chance?

• You will almost never get a grant the first time. 

• Resubmissions are allowed.

• Be mindful of responding to reviewer critiques.

• Consider easier vs. harder points to revise.



Sponsor & Institutional Commitment



Finding the Right Sponsor
• Usually, your dissertation or postdoc mentor
• Generally, an NIH-funded investigator
• Demonstrated history of mentoring success
• Bonus: history of reviewing NIH fellowship grants

Red Flags & How to Overcome

• No NIH funding or expiring NIH funding?
• Ask Department Head or Co-Sponsors for support

• Junior investigator?
• Add a senior Co-Sponsor

• Doesn’t want to help? Too busy?
• You can draft their section for them



Shared Goals Between Sponsors and Fellows

In general, fellow success = sponsor success

In general, sponsor success = fellow success



How Well Are You Taking 
Advantage of Your Broader

Research & Training Environment? 



Parting Thoughts

• Fellowship grant writing is 
intentional, not accidental.

• You are surrounded by 
committed mentors.

• Use the grant writing process 
to shape your early career.
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