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Outline for NIH 
NRSA F31 

Fellowship 
Workshop

Part 1: 

• Introduction to NIH and to F31 
fellowships

• The NIH Grant review process

Part 2:

• Preparing a successful application

• Do’s and don’ts

• The submission process



NIH’s mission is to seek fundamental knowledge 
about the nature and behavior of living systems 

and the application of that knowledge to 
enhance health, lengthen life, and reduce 

illness and disability



To realize these goals, the NIH will 
support research in:

• The causes, diagnosis, prevention, and cure of 
human diseases

• The processes of human growth and 
development

• The biological effects of environmental 
contaminants

• The understanding of mental, addictive and 
physical disorders

NIH Focus 
Areas



NIH is made 
up of 27 

Institutes and 
Centers

• National Cancer Institute (NCI)
• National Eye Institute (NEI)
• National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute 

(NHLBI)
• National Human Genome Research Institute 

(NHGRI)
• National Institute on Aging (NIA)
• National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and 

Alcoholism (NIAA)
• National Institute of Allergy and Infectious 

Diseases (NIAID)
• National Institute of Arthritis and 

Musculoskeletal and Skin Diseases (NIAMS)
• Eunice Kennedy Shriver National Institute of 

Child Health and Human Development 
(NICHD)

• Office of Research Infrastructure 
Programs (ORIP)

• National Institute on Deafness and 
Other Communication Disorders 
(NIDCD)

• National Institute of Dental and 
Craniofacial Research (NIDCR)

• National Institute of Diabetes and 
Digestive and Kidney Diseases (NIDDK)

• National Institute on Drug Abuse 
(NIDA)

• National Institute of Environmental 
Health Sciences (NIEHS)

• National Institute of General Medical 
Sciences (NIGMS) 

• National Institute of Mental Health 
(NIMH) 

• National Institute on Minority Health 
and Health Disparities (NIMHD)

• National Institute of Neurological 
Disorders and Stroke (NINDS)

• National Institute of Nursing Research 
(NINR) 

• National Library of Medicine (NLM)



Your application needs to target 
one specific Institute or Center 

Make sure to check their specific 
instructions

Consult the funding opportunity 
announcement

http://grants.nih.gov/grants/guide/contacts/parent_F31.html


NIH 
Institute/Center 
Information 

NIH Institute or Center Institute Center or Specific Information 

National Cancer Institute
Scientific Program Contact
Michael Schmidt, Ph.D.
Email: korczakj@mail.nih.gov

Jeannette Korczak, Ph.D.
Email: korczakj@mail.nih.gov

Sergey Radaev, PH.D.
Email: sradaev@mail.nih.gov

Grants Management Contacts:
Nicole Jones
Phone: (240) 276-7156
Email:jonesni@mail.nih.gov

NCI Specific Information
NCI requires a clear cancer focus in the 
research training and gives funding to 
applications for which the primary sponsor 
has cancer related R01 (or equivalent) 
research funding. For the F31, R01-
equivalent research funding includes peer-
reviewed grants with a minimum of 3 years 
in duration and $150,000 in annual direct 
costs. Grants under a no-cost extension do 

not qualify. 

July 8, 2020
Expiration Date: May 8, 2023

mailto:korczakj@mail.nih.gov
mailto:korczakj@mail.nih.gov
mailto:sradaev@mail.nih.gov


Purpose of 
NIH’s F31 

NRSA 
(National 
Research 

Service Award)

The purpose of the Kirschstein-NRSA predoctoral fellowship 
(F31) award is to enable promising predoctoral students to 
obtain individualized, mentored research training from 
outstanding faculty sponsors while conducting dissertation 
research in scientific health-related fields relevant to the 
missions of the participating NIH Institutes and Centers. The 
proposed mentored research training must reflect the 
applicant’s dissertation research project and is expected to 
clearly enhance the individual’s potential to develop into a 
productive, independent research scientist.

The training plan should document the need for, and the 
anticipated value of, the proposed mentored research and 
training in relationship to the individual’s research career 
goals. The training plan should also facilitate the fellow’s 
transition to the next stage of his/her research career.



Eligibility

• Any candidate with the skills, knowledge, 
and resources necessary to carry out the 
proposed research. 

• By the time of award, the individual must 
be a citizen or permanent resident.

• The candidate must be at the dissertation 
research stage of training at the time of 
award and must show evidence of high 
academic performance in the sciences, and 
commitment to a career as an independent 
research scientist.

• Individuals from underrepresented racial 
and ethnic groups as well as individuals 
with disabilities are always encouraged to 
apply for NIH support.



Commitment 
to Diversity 

▪ Individuals from racial and ethnic groups that 
have been shown by the National Science 
Foundation to be underrepresented in health-
related sciences on a national basis

▪ Individuals with disabilities 

▪ Individuals from disadvantaged backgrounds   

Ruth L. Kirschstein National Research Service Award (NRSA)
Individual Predoctoral Fellowship to Promote Diversity in 

Health-Related Research (Parent F31 -Diversity)

https://grants.nih.gov/grants/guide/pa-files/PA-19-196.html


The Role of a 
Principal 

Investigator

The Research Foundation will apply for 
and administer the award

You, as the PI will:

• Write the proposal

• Coordinate with the Research Foundation

• Contact with the sponsor

• Be responsible for overseeing the project and 
reporting, if funded



The NIH 
Peer-Review 
Process

• Upon submission, applications are assigned to a specific 
Institute or Center.

• The application is then assigned to a study section

• Study sections are composed of a diverse array of scientists 
who are often not experts in the field

• Applications are typically assigned three primary reviewers 
who conduct a pre-meeting review of the application and 
give preliminary scores



NIH Scoring

Impact Impact Score Interpretation

High

1Exceptional Exceptionally strong with essentially no weaknesses

2Outstanding Extremely strong with negligible weaknesses

3Excellent Very strong with only some minor weaknesses

Moderate

4Very Good Strong but with numerous minor weaknesses

5Good Strong but with at least one moderate weakness

6Satisfactory Some strengths but also some moderate weaknesses

Low

7Fair Some strengths but with at least one major weakness

8Marginal A few strengths and a few major weaknesses

9Poor Very few strengths and numerous major weaknesses

https://grants.nih.gov/grants/policy/review/rev_prep/scoring.htm


The Study 
Section 
Meeting

• At the review meeting, applications are reviewed by 
the entire group.

• The primary reviewer summarizes the application. 
Secondary and tertiary reviewers add to the 
discussion.

• After the reviewers finish their statements the 
discussion is open to the entire panel.

• At the end of the discussion, primary reviewers 
restate their scores, and then every member of the 
study section scores the application.

• Sample NIH panel video.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lzBhKeR6VIE


What are 
Reviewers 

Looking 
For?

Scored Review Criteria

• Fellowship applicant

• Sponsors, collaborators and consultants

• Research Training plan 

• Training potential

• Institutional environment and commitment to training

The good news:

“An application does not need to be strong in all 
categories to be judged likely to have major scientific 

impact.”



Fellowship Applicant

• Candidate’s academic record 
and research experience

• Potential to develop into an 
independent and productive 
researcher

• Commitment to a research 
career. 



Sponsors 
Collaborators 

and 
Consultants

• Are the sponsor(s)’ research qualifications 

(including recent publications) and track 

record of mentoring appropriate?

• Do the sponsors understand the 
candidate’s training needs, ability and 
commitment?

• Are there adequate research funds? 

• Does the sponsor's research and training 
record, as well as mentoring statement, 
indicate that the candidate will receive 
outstanding training …  publish high 
quality papers and present research data at 
national meetings?



Research 
Training 

Plan

• High scientific quality and well integrated with the training 
plan?

• Sufficiently distinct from the sponsor’s funded research for 
the candidate’s career stage?

• Consistent with the candidate’s stage of research 
development?

• Is the proposed time frame feasible to accomplish the 
proposed training?

• Opportunities to present and publish research findings and 
meet with scientists in the community at national meetings, 
provide the professional skills needed to transition to the 
next career stage. 

Essential Components:



Training Potential

• Are the proposed research project and 
training plan likely to provide the 
candidate with the requisite 
individualized and mentored experiences 
in order to obtain appropriate skills for a 
research career?

• Does the training plan take advantage of 
the candidate’s strengths and address 
gaps in needed skills? Does the training 
plan document a clear need for, and 
value of, the proposed training?

• Does the proposed training have the 
potential to serve as a sound foundation 
that will clearly enhance the candidate’s 
ability to develop into a productive 
researcher? 



Institutional 
Environment & 

Commitment 
to Training

• Are the research facilities, resources (e.g., 
equipment, laboratory space, computer time, 
subject populations, clinical training settings) and 
training opportunities (e.g., seminars, 
workshops, professional development 
opportunities) adequate and appropriate?

• Is the institutional environment for the 
candidate’s scientific development of high 
quality?

• Is there appropriate institutional commitment to 
fostering the candidate’s mentored training?



Sample Application from NIH NIAID

https://www.niaid.nih.gov/grants-contracts/sample-applications#f31


Fellowship 
Applicant



Fellowship 
Applicant



Sponsors 
Collaborators 

and 
Consultants



Sponsors 
Collaborators 

and 
Consultants



Research 
Training 

Plan



Research 
Training 

Plan



Training Potential



Institutional 
Environment & 

Commitment 
to Training



Summary 
Statement

2. Sponsors, Collaborators, and Consultants:

Strengths
•Excellent mentor, Dr. Moon Nahm.

Weaknesses
•It would be better to have a mentoring team to monitor the progress of Mr. Juan.

3. Research Training Plan:
Strengths

Weaknesses
•Ambitious proposal.
•No preliminary data for Aims 2 and 3.

4. Training Potential:
Strengths
•Outstanding applicant.
•Accomplished mentor(s).

Weaknesses
•The training plan/proposal needs to be revised.



Understanding 
Your Summary 
Statement

• Excellent pre-doctoral applicant
• First-generation college student
• Very good undergraduate academic record
• Undergraduate research experience that 

resulted in one first-author and several co-
author publications

• She is viewed as very strong



An excellent pre-doctoral applicant, in this application, seeks training in 
virus-host interactions with a project that focuses on studying the 
regulation of the 2’-5’ oligoadenylate synthetase (OAS) by cytosolic double-
stranded RNA (dsRNA). The applicant is a first-generation college student 
who achieved a very good undergraduate academic record and gained 
undergraduate research experience that resulted in one first-author and 
several co-author publications. She is now a graduate student in the 
Biochemistry, Cell and Development Biology (BCDB) program at Emory.  She 
is viewed as very strong. The sponsor and co-sponsor are reviewed as very 
strong with complementary research expertise and experience in 
mentoring graduate students. The research training plan is well 
articulated, although some review it as somewhat risky (high risk, high 
reward). The applicant will need to learn techniques such as x-ray 
crystallography and mass spectrometry. Some reviewers view this as a 
potential weakness, whereas others view it as a strength of an overall 
excellent training plan. The institutional environment is excellent. Overall, 
there is a high enthusiasm for the applicant, outstanding sponsors, excellent 
institutional environmental, and important potential impact on advancing 
our understanding of host-pathogen interactions. 

Resume and 
Summary of 
Discussion



Post-
meeting 
Review



Parts of a 
Fellowship (F 

Series) 
Application

• SF 424 Form

• Assignment request form 

• Other Project information 

• Project performance form

• Senior/Key person (with bio sketches) 

• Fellowship supplemental form (the actual 
application)

• Sample applications links

https://www.niaid.nih.gov/grants-contracts/three-new-f31-sample-applications


Section of 
Application 

Section of Application Page Limits (if 

different from 

FOA, FOA 

supersedes)

Project Summary Abstract 30 lines of text
Project Narrative Three sentences
Introduction to Resubmission or Revision Application (which applicable) 1
Applicant’s Background and Goals for Fellowship Training 6
Specific Aims 1
Research Strategy 6
Respective Contributions 1
Selection of Sponsor and Institution 1
Training in Responsible Conduct of Research 1
Sponsor and Co-Sponsor Statements 6
Letters of Support from Collaborators, Contributors, and Consultants 6
Description of Institutional Environment and Commitment to Training

Note: This page limit includes the Additional Educational Information required for 

F30 and F31 applications 

2

Applications for Concurrent Support (when applicable) 1
Biographical Sketch 5

How to apply application guide link

https://grants.nih.gov/grants/how-to-apply-application-guide/format-and-write/page-limits.htm


Assignment 
Request Form

• Request assignment of your 
application to a specific institute or 
center and/or to a specific study 
section

• You can also request a particular 
expertise in reviewers or declare 
conflicts of interest for review



Fellowship 
Study Section

Fellowship Study Section link

https://public.csr.nih.gov/StudySections/Fellowship
https://public.csr.nih.gov/StudySections/Fellowship


Project 
Summary

The Project Summary should not have 
more than 30 lines.



Project 
Narrative

Project Narrative Sample 

Normal bone remodeling is a tightly regulated process that is 
dramatically alerted by infection and both systemic and local 
inflammatory conditions.  The proposed research will investigate 
how skeletal cells sense and respond to the human bacterial 
pathogen Staphylococcus aureus, the most common cause of 
bone infections, and how these cellular responses disrupt normal 
bone remodeling. This work will therefore describe how bone is 
altered by the presence of bacterial pathogens and resulting 
immune responses providing critical information for the 
development of therapeutics that may reduce bone pathology 
triggered by infections or inflammation. 

The Project Narrative should not have more than 3 sentences. 



Fellowship Supplemental Form

• Introduction (resubmission only)

• Applicant’s Background and Goals for 
Fellowship Training

• Research Training Plan

• Sponsor and co-sponsor statements

• Letters of support

• Institutional Environment and 
commitment to training

• Other research (human subjects, 
vertebrate animals, etc.)

• Resource sharing plan 



Introduction
(resubmissions 

only)

• One page max

• Acknowledge main reviewer 
criticisms

• Explain how you have 
addressed them



Training Plan
• A. Doctoral Dissertation and 

Research Experience



Training Plan

• A. Doctoral Dissertation and 
Research Experience

• B. Training Goals and Objectives



Training Plan

• A. Doctoral Dissertation and 
Research Experience

• B. Training Goals and Objectives

• C. Activities Planned Under this 
Award



Training Plan

Some Possible Goals

• Polish skills or improve expertise

• Acquire an entirely new technique or sub-discipline or 
method

• Acquire career development skills or fill in missing pieces 
(pubs, teaching, etc.)

• Identify career options

• Develop research independence

Ways to Achieve them

• Add a mentor or collaborator/consultant (but these must 
be clearly integrated into your career development plan!)

• Take courses or workshops outside of previous training 
focus or outside of university 

• Arrange to teach a course or two; mentor others; etc.



Training Plan

• Why you chose the mentor(s) you did

• Your training path

• Your training in communication

• Unique opportunities at your institution

• Professional training

• Soft skills training
• Negotiation, persuasion, diplomacy, mentoring 

younger students

• Training in the responsible conduct of research 
(ethics) and rigorous and reproducible research

Key Things to Address



The Specific 
Aims Page

One page, self-contained; will be read 
by the entire panel

• Introductory paragraph
• Second paragraph 
• Aims (2-4)
• Final summary Impact



Background

The Specific Aims Page



Background

Significance

The Specific Aims Page



The Specific Aims Page

Background

Significance

Novel 

observation/preliminary data



The Specific Aims Page

Background

Significance

Novel 

observation/preliminary data

Goal/Gap in knowledge



Background

The Specific Aims Page



The Specific Aims Page

Background

Gap in knowledge



The Specific Aims Page

Background

Gap in knowledge

Approach/feasibility



The Specific Aims Page

Background

Gap in knowledge

Approach/feasibility

Hypothesis



The Specific Aims Page

Background

Gap in knowledge

Approach/feasibility

Hypothesis

Approach/goals



The Specific Aims Page

Background

Gap in knowledge

Approach/feasibility

Hypothesis

Approach/goals

Expectations/significance



The Specific Aims Page

Title



The Specific Aims Page

Title

Background/hypothesis



The Specific Aims Page

Title

Background/hypothesis

Approach



The Specific Aims Page

Title

Background/hypothesis

Approach

Outcome



Specific Aims



Specific Aims 



Selecting 
Your Aims

• Hypothesis driven vs exploratory 

• Distinct, novel and related to the 
overall goal of the proposal

• Avoid 

• Unrealistic/overambitious aims
• Poorly justified aims
• Purely descriptive aims
• Interdependent aims (or: have a 

plan B)



Research 
Strategy

Subdivided into

• Significance (usually about 1 page)

• Approach



Organizational
Method for 
Aims

• Aims begin with an introductory paragraph
• Aims divided into Experiments or sub-aims 
• Each experiment or sub-aim includes: 

o Hypothesis
o Rationale
o Approach
o Expected results
o Pitfalls and alternative approaches

• Overall significance for each Aim
• Overall significance for the proposal

A Possible Organization for the Approach



Data 
Elements

Preliminary Data!

➢Feasibility
➢Different options for presentation
➢Be rigorous!



Respective 
Contributions

Respective Contributions

➢Respective Contribution = one page in 
length

➢Collaborative process crafting the 
Research Training Plan

➢Discuss respective roles performing 
research



Statement & 
Recommendations

Sponsor Statement and Letters of 
Recommendation

➢ Sponsor’s credentials and resources

➢ Support and commitment to mentoring

➢ Letters will establish your research potential

➢ Start early!



Resubmission 
Policy 

• Single resubmission (A1)
• Recycling ideas into a new (A0) 

application is ok
• Resubmissions (A1) must be submitted 

within 37 months of the (A0) 
• For more details, visit the 

Resubmissions webpage and see NOT-
OD-18-197.

Current NRSA Resubmission Policy

https://grants.nih.gov/grants/glossary.htm#A1application
http://grants.nih.gov/grants/policy/amendedapps.htm
http://grants.nih.gov/grants/guide/notice-files/NOT-OD-18-197.html


Resubmission

• Read your Summary Statement

• Add a 1-page Introduction
detailing the changes

• You can talk to your Program 
Officer



How to Prepare a Successful 
Application

• Start early!

• Have as many people as possible read your 
application!

• Be responsive to criticism

• Be aware of your weaknesses 

• In a competitive environment, good 
grantsmanship can make all the difference

• Write clearly! Minimize jargon.

• Good figures/tables can help you

• Convey enthusiasm: make reviewers your 
advocates!

• A fellowship proposal should be an example of 
your very best work!



A Potential Method
➢Write a checklist
➢Think about your ultimate professional 

goal
➢What are the “holes” in your training, 

courses, workshops?
➢Do your research interests span 

disciplines, your co-mentor?
➢Develop an outline. Think hard about how 

to formulate your hypothesis and specific 
aims. Think about your major weaknesses 
and how to overcome them.

➢Develop a work plan (ask for letters early!
➢Write
➢Review and ask others to read it
➢Revise



Be Mindful 

• Don’t be overambitious!

• Don’t commit “NIH sins”: Interdependence of 
Aims, or things that appear incremental or 
confirmatory

• Don’t try to hide problems, but rather address 
them head-on and propose solutions

• Don’t fail to be scholarly in citing the literature

• Don’t forget to make everything explicit: 
significance, merits of your approach, preliminary 
data

• Don’t get discouraged!



Campus Contacts
University at Albany
• Kevin Williams, Dean Graduate Studies: kwilliams@albany.edu
• Hui-Ching Chang, Dean of Honors College: hchang3@albany.edu

Binghamton University
• Jason Dearin, Grants and Contracts Administrator 

jdearin@binghamton.edu

University at Buffalo
• Kimberly Burns, Senior Program Manager: kshort@buffalo.edu

Downstate Health Sciences University 
• Mark Stewart, Dean of School of Graduate Studies 

mark.stewart@downstate.edu

SUNY Polytechnic Institute
• Krista Thompson, Assistant Dean for Graduate Studies 

kthompson@sunypoly.edu

Stony Brook University
• Jen Green, Director for Graduate and Postdoctoral Professional 

Development: jennifer.green@stonybrook.edu

Upstate Medical University 
• Jennifer Brennan, Executive Coordinator, Upstate College of 

Graduate Studies: brennanj@upstate.edu

mailto:kwilliams@albany.edu
mailto:hchang3@albany.edu
mailto:jdearin@binghamton.edu
mailto:kshort@buffalo.edu
mailto:mark.stewart@downstate.edu
mailto:kthompson@sunypoly.edu
mailto:jennifer.green@stonybrook.edu
mailto:brennanj@upstate.edu
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