
Putting Pen to Paper:  
A framework for writing your Career 
Development Award (K) application

October 10, 2016
Presented by Janet Gross, PhD



Children’s Healthcare of Atlanta | Emory University

Announcements

1. K Tutorial (NIH K and other CDAs)
- open to anyone preparing any career development award
- in class, 6-hour, step-by-step instruction based on the K award

Mondays November 21 (9am-12 noon) & November 28 (9:30 am – 12 noon)

2.  ACTSI KL2 / BIRCWH K12
- stay tuned for more information on these Emory-funded 2 year CDA 
- ACTSI KL2: Mentored Clinical and Translational Research Scholars award
- BIRCWH K12:  Building Interdisciplinary Research Careers in Women’s Health

dates in December TBD – 2, 2-hour, classroom-based tutorials

More information: OPE Newsletter, Pediatrics BIRD, and ACTSI eRoundup
To sign up: email the grant title, RFA, and biosketch info to jsgros2@emory.edu 
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Survey Drawing
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Today’s Topics:  Format and Write

• Write Your Application  tailored to the K
– Focus on Institutional Support

• Develop the Budget - $$$
• Biosketch and other documents that support the review 

criterion: Candidate
• Other important documents
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https://grants.nih.gov/grants/how-to-apply-application-guide.htm

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

• Each K has its own Institute-specific information, particularly with regard to 
salary support and research support
• generic K, aka Parent K

• Some K Program Announcements are ‘special’, i.e., special topics, limited 
offer

• HIV/AIDS Vaccine Scholars Program (K01) PAR-16-347
• BD2K Mentored Career Development Award in Biomedical Big Data Science for 

Clinicians and Doctorally Prepared Scientists (K01) RFA-ES-16-002 
• NCI Mentored Clinical Scientist Research Career Development Award to Promote 

Diversity (K08) PAR-16-400

https://grants.nih.gov/grants/how-to-apply-application-guide/format-and-write/write-your-application.htm
http://grants.nih.gov/grants/guide/pa-files/PAR-16-347.html
http://grants.nih.gov/grants/guide/pa-files/PAR-16-400.html
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1. Find the instructions to write the application

– Combination of Funding Opportunity Announcement (PA xx-xxx) + 
Application Guide
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This gets updated not infrequently.  
Always pull the guidelines from the 
NIH website
https://grants.nih.gov/grants/how-to-
apply-application-guide.htm#inst

https://grants.nih.gov/grants/how-to-apply-application-guide.htm#inst
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‘live’ guide to all 
sections and form 
pages



Find this at the end of the TOC – print out all the form pages
- Use this to make your own ‘to do’ list



2.  What are peer reviewers looking for?

NIH Review Criteria
F- Fellowship 

Grants
K - Career Development Standard

Grants
Fellowship Applicant Candidate Significance
Sponsors, 
Collaborators and 
Consultants

Career Development Plan / Career 
Goals

Investigator

Research Training 
Plan

Research Plan Innovation

Training Potential Mentors, Co-mentors, etc. Approach
Institutional 
Environment and 
Commitment to 
Training

Environment / Institutional 
Commitment to Candidate

Environment

Lots of good guidance at NIH site on peer review
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Additional Review Criteria (not scored) 
(these are all sections of a typical NIH proposal)

• Protections for Human Subjects
• Inclusion of Women, Minorities, and Children
• Vertebrate Animals
• Biohazards
• Select Agent
• Resource Sharing Plans
• Authentication of Key Biological and/or Chemical Resources
• Budget and Period Support

• Resubmission
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Peer Review Process

• https://grants.nih.gov/grants/pe
er_review_process.htm

• NIH on YouTube 
http://public.csr.nih.gov/aboutcsr/co
ntactcsr/pages/contactorvisitcsrpag
es/nih-grant-review-process-
youtube-videos.aspx

• Some K FOAs are directed to 
institute-specific study sections 
(review groups), some go to general 
study sections

• You can see the study section 
members and review group 
committees at 
http://public.csr.nih.gov/StudySections/P
ages/default.aspx
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How to research what was previously 
funded for this FOA?
• NIH RePORTER publishes abstracts of previously funded grants
• The Funding Opportunity Announcement = PA = RFA (search using the 

current and most recent FOAs)
• Activity Code = R01; K23; F32

• Use the searchable database in RePORTER:
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3.  Resources, Independence and Institutional 
Support

• K grants require excellent institutional support
• This is an important competitive review criterion that establishes 

the likelihood that any research can get done and that you are 
likely to advance in your chosen career
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K - Career Development 
Candidate
Career Development Plan / Career Goals

Research Plan
Mentors, Co-mentors, etc.
Environment / 
Institutional Commitment to Candidate
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Locations in the K grant where you 
document the types of Institutional Support

PHS398 Career Development Award Supplemental Form
Mentor, Co-Mentor, Consultant and Collaborators Section

8. Plans and Statements of Mentor and Co-Mentor(s)
9. Letters of Support from Collaborators, Contributors, and Consultants
Letters of Reference (confidential 3-5 letters from referees)

Environment and Institutional Commitment to Candidate Section
10. Description of Institutional Environment (1 page)
11. Institutional Commitment to Candidate (1 page; Chair or Division 

Director’s letter)

R&R Other Project Information Form
10. Facilities and Other Resources (no page limit)
11. Equipment (no page limit)
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11. Institutional Commitment to Candidate 

• Chair’s letter must state that you will devote at least 75% time to research 
and training and the Chair will protect this special time (not uncommon for 
PhD candidates to show 100%)

• The chair’s endorsement of you and your position in the department cannot 
be contingent upon this K, i.e., you already have your Instructor, Asst Prof or 
Postdoc position in place (or firm offer regardless of the outcome of the K)

• The chair must describe how the department will not suffer the loss of your 
clinical effort (this is new)

• Your mentors are encouraged to mentor you for this K
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What about institutional support do 
reviewers care about?
• All support is good support and evidence of institutional support 

– Travel funds, research assistant, Core support (GEMS, Integrated 
Genomics, etc.)

• If you are a postdoc (or equivalent):
– Name all resources your mentoring team will share with you
– Typically the K does not provide sufficient funds to carry out research 

without institutional help
– You need a financially secure mentored enviroment

• If you are faculty:
– Start-up funds are a KEY COMPETITIVE ADVANTAGE
– support for a technician, travel, coursework, etc. 
– This is a positive indicator of institutional commitment to the peer reviewers
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Mentors and Co-Mentors 

• 6 pages for all mentors’ statements

• The more detail about what constitutes ‘mentoring’ the better
– “Geographic proximity” mentoring is suspect
– So is a very famous mentor who has very little time for you
– So is a main mentor who is not local

• Main mentor should be at least Assoc Prof

• Mentoring team or advisory team can fill in the gaps if the main mentor 
doesn’t meet all the criteria for a competitive mentor

• Mentor needs to demonstrate a ‘stable financial environment’
– Its tough to sell a main mentor whose key source of research funds are about to 

expire

• Mentor needs to convene the Advisory Team, i.e., help be in charge of 
getting the promised support form all other ‘helpers’
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Collaborators and Consultants

• Can offset deficiencies in expertise at your home institution
• Can give you the opportunity to have valuable, rare resources
• Can offer the opportunity to network beyond your home 

institution
• If you are not yet faculty, off campus consultants, collaborators, 

and even co-mentors can offer a greater horizon for the job 
search

• Shows evidence for team science / collaboration
• Be the bridge from your lab to a collaborator’s lab
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Can you afford to do the work you are proposing?

• K budgets are limited in scope
• Each institute and K has its own idiosyncratic budget

For K23
NIBIB Specific Information:
NIBIB will fund K23 awards for 3 or 4 years. 

Salary Support: Up to $105,000 plus fringe benefits per year.
Research Support: Up to $40,000 per year.

NICHD Specific Information:

NICHD has a 6 year limit of cumulative support on institutional K awards (e.g., K12, KL2) 
and individual mentored K awards.

Salary Support: Up to $100,000 plus fringe benefits per year.
Research Support: Up to $25,000 per year.
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K Budget preparation requires only these 2 
fixed ‘line items’
• Salary
• Research Support 

• In the Budget Justification narrative, you just need to 
show enough information to substantiate the use of 
funds for Year 1 and any deviation (increase or 
decrease or big changes) for subsequent years
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Special Instructions for K Budget
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Budget and Budget Justification

A. Senior / Key Person
– This is you the PI, and that’s it; 75% effort or 9 person months (minimum) 

based on the offered amount (fringe is on top)
– PhD typically show 100% effort or close to this
– Can you give yourself a raise???

B. – E.  Leave blank
F. Other Direct Costs

– Enter the total amount offered (e.g., $50,000)
– Describe how you reached this amount (reasonable detail to include 

travel, subject/patient expenses, research assistant (includes fringe), 
licensing and rental fees, consulting fees, etc.)

H. Indirect Costs
- 8% (fixed)
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Who can receive salary support on a K?

• You, the PI are the only person in the Key Personnel line

• If you include any other personnel, fringe is included, unlike all 
other NIH grants and this goes in F.  Other Direct Costs
– Biostatistical or other consultant (% effort and/or fee for service)
– Research assistant
– Clinical coordinator

• No mentors or collaborators can be paid

• Consultants can receive payment
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My Emory
salary today

K will give me $75,000 Department commits
to contribute

$  52,000 
~ NIH 5th yr postdoc

- Ask for a raise (before you 
submit) to $75,000, request 
100% effort on K

0

$  75,000 - Request 100% effort 0

$100,000 $75,000 @ 75% effort $25,000 for 25% 
effort

$125,000 $75,000 @ 75% effort $50,000 for 25% 
effort
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Show all In Kind or Institutional Support in 
Budget Justification (Show $$)
• This is a type of institutional support and is highly 

valuable

• This gives reviewers confidence that the environment 
will help you achieve your research goals
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F.  RESEARCH COSTS (total = $50,000/yr)

Supplies
Microdialysis (μD): A total of $10,190 is requested for μD supplies including the following: $2,895 for a CMA 

107 μD pump. $6,475 for 28 CMA 60 μD probes ($231.25 per probe), $430 for 40 CMA syringe pumps, $285 for 
250 μD microvials, and $105 for 5 CMA pump batteries.

AFB Culture and Drug Susceptibility Testing: A total of $2,100 is requested for supplies including the
following: $800 for 100 MGIT tubes, $1,000 for DST reagents, and $300 for 100 tissue grinders.

Genome Sequencing: A total of $1,263 is requested for genetic sequencing supplies including the following: 
$633 for 250 DNA Qiagen Mini-Kits, and $630 for reagents necessary for freezing MTB isolates and DNA.

Lab supplies: A total of $319 is included for miscellaneous lab supplies including gloves and N95 respiratory
masks.
Total = $13,872

Patient enrollment costs: A total of $2,000 is requested to pay study staff in the Republic of Georgia to perform
all the tasks required for patient enrollment including collecting informed consent, data collection, blood draw, 
DNA extraction, freezing MTB isolates, microdialysis, and shipping samples. (4 patients * $500 per patient).
Total = $10,128

In-Kind
Travel: All travel during year 1 will be supported by an ongoing NIH Fogarty TB research-training grant 
(D43TW007124; PI: Blumberg).
Coursework: Emory courtesy scholarship for faculty ( 5 credits/semester) will cover coursework in Year 1.



Institutional cost sharing (funds to conduct research outside the K23 budget): 

Because we are leveraging institutional resources (see Emory CFAR and ACTSI letters), CDC (see Dr. 
H’s Mentor’s Statement of Support), and existing grant support from Dr. O (see Dr. O’s Mentor’s 
Statement of Support) to support this application there are considerable economies of scale.

Lab Collection and processing supplies: Funds for specimen collection supplies and specimen storage 
kits will be provided through existing grants to the mentors and through the CFAR and ACTSI. 

Patient Costs:  Subjects will receive contraceptives (DMPA, Eng-Implant and Lng-IUD) as part of 
standard care via their payor sources, Title X funding or through support of a foundation contraceptive 
grant at Emory

Lab costs: Study laboratory assays will be performed at the Division of HIV/ AIDS Prevention 
Laboratory Branch at the CDC (see Dr. H’s support letter). 

Tuition fees: Emory courtesy scholarship for faculty will be utilized to all tuition for coursework at Emory. 

Travel, Society Membership and Board Certification: $3,000 of professional development funds are
available annually through the Department of Gynecology at Obstetrics (see Chair’s letter) to cover fees 
for society memberships and annual certification through the American Board of Obstetricians and 
Gynecologists. Remaining funds may be used to cover the costs of attendance at an additional 
conference each year.
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Other Important Documents 
(use Format Pages)

https://grants.nih.gov/grants/forms/format-pages.htm

• Your Biosketch
– See RSPH Grand Rounds and various online documents

• Letters of recommendation (request 3-5) 
– http://grants.nih.gov/grants/how-to-apply-application-guide/submission-

process/reference-letter.htm
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Your Research Plan

• This is a topic for another talk
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Important Writing Tips

http://grants.nih.gov/grants/how-to-apply-application-
guide/format-and-write/write-your-application.htm

1. Make your project’s goals realistic
2. Be organized and logical
3. Write in clear concise language
4. Sell your ideas on paper
5. Edit yourself but also enlist help
6. Share for comments
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Thank you!  
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