
FUNDING YOUR RESEARCH: 

K AND EARLY CAREER GRANTS

Carrie Lubitz, MD, MPH

AAS Early Career Development Course
San Francisco, CA
October 26, 2019



CONFLICT OF INTEREST
No disclosures



MY STORY….

K07 first submission

Reviewers

Candidate 2 1 1

Career 

Development 1 2 3

Research Plan 4 7 4

Mentors 3 2 2

Institution 1 1 1

K07 Resubmission

Reviewers

Candidate 1 1 2

Career 

Development 3 2 1

Research Plan 4 3 4

Mentors 2 2 3

Institution 1 1 1

TRIAGE

Two years

Five years



DO THE GROUND WORK

1.



PLAN AHEAD

» Make sure you have institutional support

» Take your time

» Schedule (a lot) of protected time

» Plan on at least three months for a K

» Ask for help early and often

» Seek out mock grant review

» People NOT in your field of expertise (the reviewers won’t be)



WRITING IS A SPORT

» Schedule practice time

» If you aren’t writing a paper, you should be writing a grant

» If you are waiting for grant to be scored, write another

» Writing is a skill that needs to be practiced



BUILD A STRONG (MENTORSHIP) TEAM

» Senior, but relevant

» Know your weaknesses 
and fill in gaps

» Specify meeting times 

» Involve them in grant 
writing process from start

Principal 
investigator

Primary & 

Co-Mentor

Other 
Personnel

Advisory 
Committee

Collaborators



DO….

» Read successful grants

» Listen to failures

» Ask for feedback

» Volunteer to give a talk on the topic 

» AAS/SOC/SUS work in progress sessions



BELIEVE IN IT

2. 



PICK A TOPIC YOU* ARE PASSIONATE ABOUT 

» Time and funds are precious

» If you don’t believe in your work, no one will

» This is the foundation for your research program

» Reviewers want to know how you will advance the science 

* And others



IF YOU DON’T KNOW….

» Read guidelines in your field for areas for future research

» NIH Reporter

» Meet with anyone you can 

» Read high impact journals outside of surgery

» Consider new methodology



SELL THE WORK

3.



KNOW YOUR AUDIENCE

» Look up your study section’s meeting roster 

» Most reviewers will NOT be familiar with your area of clinical 
expertise

» Be in contact with your program officer – they are your 
advocate

» Read NIH news releases



READ (AND FOLLOW) INSTRUCTIONS

» Think like a reviewer

» Make it the grant you choose to read first

» White space, pictures (1/pg), large font, simple

» Use formatting for clarity

» Be simple and clear – tell a story

» State why the project is important (critical need), how you 
are going to do it, and then restate the impact



SPEND MOST OF YOUR TIME ON THE SPEC AIMS

» This is the only page most of the reviewers will read

» It is never finished

» 75% of time

» Make is easy to read 

» “My overarching goal is…”. 

» “I will test these hypothesis by completing the 
following specific aims…”



BODY

• Overall goal

• Background

• Unmet need

• Preliminary data

• General approach

• Hypotheses

• Deliverables

AIMS

• Broad and clear 
aims (usually 3)

• +/- Subaims (not 
methods)

• Corresponding 
specific 
hypothesis

IMPACT

• State why the 
research is a 
critical need

• Tell them you 
have the team 
and resources to 
do it





MAKE YOUR GOALS REASONABLE

» Reviewers have all been there – you need to convince them you 
will do what you say you will

» Make sure timeline and budget make sense



PROVE YOUR SUPPORT

» Submit biosketches and/or letters of support for all members 
of team (unless explicitly told not to)

» Use letters from collaborators to verify access to 
datasets/support

» Institutional support and personal productivity vary



CAREER DEVELOPMENT SECTION 

» Prove to the reviewers that you have the time and support

» Specific coursework, conferences, % clinical activities, 
teaching 



DON’T GIVE UP

4. 



https://nexus.od.nih.gov/all/2017/02/03/fy2016-by-the-numbers/



Ambition is the path to success. 

Persistence is the vehicle you arrive in. 

-- Bill Bradley



Nothing in this world can take the place of persistence. 

Talent will not. Nothing is more common than unsuccessful 

[wo]men with talent. Genius will not. Unrewarded genius is 

almost a proverb. Education will not.The world is full of 

educated derelicts. Persistence and determination alone are 

omnipotent. 
-- Calvin Coolidge



READ (AND FOLLOW) INSTRUCTIONS

 Resubmissions - answer each and every criticism





DIVERSIFY

» Apply to different grant mechanisms
» Federal: VA/NIH alphabet soup (R, K, U, P)

» Society awards 

» Institutional/departmental awards

» Industry

» Diversify the aims 

» Think outside the box

» Grants beget grants



RESOURCES

https://projectreporter.nih.gov/reporter.cfm

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fBDxI6l4dOA&fe
ature=youtu.be (Mock study-section) 

https://nexus.od.nih.gov/all/2017/02/03/fy2016-by-
the-numbers/

Powell, Nature, May 2017

clubitz@mgh.harvard.edu

@lubitz_carrie
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