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Awards I 
applied for and 
secured

 F32 Ruth Lillian Kirschstein
National Research Service Award 
from the Agency for Healthcare 
Research and Quality (AHRQ F32)

 $174,497 over two years

 American College of Surgeons 
Resident Research Scholarship 
(ACS)

 $60,000 over two years

 Association for Academic Surgery 
/ AAS Foundation Trainee 
Research Fellowship Award (AAS)

 $30,000 over one year

• Accepts applications in April, August, and 
December

• Allows 1 resubmission attempt if rejected

• Number of awards limited by federal budget 
allocation

• No interview

• One submission deadline annually in September
• 5 awards per year
• No interview

• One submission deadline annually in August
• 4 awards per year, one per research category
• Has an interview



Disclaimers

 This presentation represents one person’s perspective

 This presentation combines anecdote, objective fact, and opinion

 I will make strong recommendations based on my experience, 
YMMV

 The eventual success of the applications is in larger part due to 
support from mentors and assistance from previous applicants

 The federal funding environment is in flux and may make my 
strategy less applicable in the future



The Most 
Important 
Thing

TIMELINE
 Timeline, timeline, timeline

 If you are very serious about getting individual award funding, 
start thinking about it at end of intern year 

 “The best time to start was back then… the next best time is now”

 April PGY2 is still doable!

 Other training grants (T32, R38) available to Northwestern 
residents are applied for in third year

 These are your backups, not the goal

 What does the timeline look like, actually?

 What is the strategy to maximize your efficiency applying for 
awards?



How to 
Identify 
Awards



List of 
Awards 
on the 
Website

Others not shown:
• ASCRS (colorectal) 

Resident Research 
Fellowship

• Am Assoc Thoracic 
Surgery

• Plastic Surgery 
Foundation

• Probably more…



The Timeline

F32 Initial 
Submission

(April PGY2)

AAS Submission

(August PGY3)

ACS Submission

(September PGY3)

F32 Resubmission

(or initial 
submission)

(December PGY3)

SUS Submission 
(Early PGY4, did 

not apply)



The Timeline

Meeting with Dr. Ho

(Fall)

Edelstone-Bendix 
Day (June)

Identify Potential Research 
Mentors (June)

Select a 
Mentor (July)

Begin 
Conceiving of 
F32 Specific 
Aims (July)

Obtain Prior F32 
Applications 

(August)

Submit F32 in 
(April)

Receive F32 
Score (June)

Receive F32 
Reviewer 
Feedback 

(July)

Submit AAS 
Trainee 

Research 
Fellowship 

(August)

Submit ACS 
Resident Research 

Fellowship 
(September)

T32 
Applications 

and Interviews 
(November)

Interview 
for AAS 

Research 
Fellowship 

(December)

Resubmit 
F32 

(December)

AAS, ACS 
Award 

Notifications 
(January)

F32 Resubmit 
Score 

(February)

F32 Award 
Notification 
(May-June)

PGY1

PGY2

PGY3

Write,
Write,

Write…

Revise, 
Revise, 

Revise…

Register eRA 
Commons (Fall)

SUS Resident 
Research Scholar 

Award (August 
PGY4)



The Strategy:
Make the most of 
the opportunity to 
resubmit your F32

 The latest you can submit an F32 in time to start research years with funding is 
December PGY3

 Working backwards gives us the April PGY2 deadline for your initial F32 
submission, so you can resubmit in December PGY3

 This conveniently provides the window to recycle the initial F32 submission for 
other award applications at the start of PGY3

 Not shown: Society of University Surgeons (SUS) Resident Research Scholar 
Award applications are due in August PGY4 if you don’t get any of these funds

F32 Initial Submission

Expect Rejection

Receive Feedback

AAS Fellowship

Recycle F32 Writing

Improve Study 
Design with F32 
Feedback

Improve Writing 
Clarity After 
Rereading F32

ACS Scholarship

Recycle F32, AAS 
Writing

Continue 
Improvement of 
Study Design, 
Writing Clarity

F32 Resubmit

This is now your 
best product

For ALL the marbles



Comparison 
of Award 
Submission 
Requirements

The society awards 
can be written 
entirely with F32 
materials

Remember to modify 
letters, cover pages 
for specific awards

F32 ACS AAS

Cover Letter
1 page 1 page introducing the applicant, 

career objectives, training plan
1 page

Introduction 1 page (resubmission only)

Project Summary/Abstract 
1 page summarizing specific aims, 
training plan, and environment

1 page

Project Narrative 2-3 sentence summary

Specific Aims 1 page 1 page

5 pagesResearch Strategy 6 pages 3 pages

References Bibliography No Limit 1 page

Background & Goals of Fellowship 
Training

6 pages

Sponsor / Co-Sponsor Statements 6 pages

Letters of Support 6 pages

Letters of Reference At least 3, no more than 5 1 chair letter, 1 research PI letter 1 chair letter, 1 research PI letter

CV / Biosketch Applicant, Sponsors, Co-Sponsors No Applicant, Research PI

Facilities & Other Resources No Limit

Equipment No Limit

Human Subjects Protections 8 subcategories, <1 page each, 
however extensive PHS Human 
Subjects and Clinical Trials Form

Respective Contributions 1 page

Selection of Sponsor and Institution 1 page

Responsible Conduct of Research 1 page

Institutional Environment and 
Commitment to Training

2 pages

Budget and Justification No Limit 1 page 1 page



Using Peer 
Materials

 Jessie shared her final 
F32 submission materials 
as well as those of prior 
applicants (successful and 
not)

 Much of the language 
was recyclable

 There were differences 
between basic science vs. 
health services research

 Particularly regarding 
facilities, equipment, 
selection of institution 
given my focus was 
different

 Dr. Ho has collected 
these in a central 
repository for internal use



Biggest 
Challenges for 
F32

 Obvious:
 Clinical residency remains time consuming and the priority

 Less Obvious:
 The long timeline in mid-PGY2 is deceptive

 It is NOT a lot of time and it is NOT too early

 YOU are the primary driver of the proposal
 You collaborate with your mentor, but YOU are inventing the Specific Aims and 

Research Strategy
 This sometimes means making up the research strategy as you go
 Easy to get stuck or feel you are in quicksand because the amount of work is 

paralyzing

 YOU likely will ghostwrite all sponsor, co-sponsor, and reference letters
 Iterative revisions can be demoralizing

 See-saw been nitpicking during some weeks and major revisions of research 
strategy during other weeks

 The proposal needs multiple sponsors with different expertise
 You need to find sponsors and obtain their consent; your mentor can help 

assemble a sponsorship team

 The training plan is more important than the actual project
 F32 is a training grant, and the project is a vehicle for training you in research
 Your proposal will be rejected for a stellar project and inadequate training plan



My Experience

 The initial F32 submission 
required effort which felt 
overly demanding as a clinical 
resident

 Despite starting early, it was 
easy to defer working on non-
essential grant writing in favor 
of clinical residency 
expectations

 Having prior F32 applications 
as a reference led to a false 
sense of security

 AAS and ACS applications were significantly easier having already put the thought into 
the F32 and recycling much of the language

 Adapting the F32 application to the reduced page requirements for AAS and ACS was 
still laborious

 The F32 resubmission was started over a month in advance and still required excessive 
time wordsmithing, formatting, and crafting a new training plan from scratch

 Input from my mentor and co-sponsors greatly improved the application, but at the 
same time created more work from incorporating their feedback

 That said, the amount of funding has made research life much easier given increased 
funding for conference travel, analyst support, etc.

 My experience does not have to be yours

 Future grant applications now appear less daunting – I have muscle memory on how to 
put together a grant and know what level of effort is necessary, so I can plan better



Testimonial
Anonymous PGY5 #1

 “I think my year was honestly a little weird with [finding research 
funding] …because we all were so late in finding opportunities and 
missed a lot of deadlines”

 “I think at the time I wish I knew 1. What options there were, and 
what the due dates were 2. Exactly how to access the grant 
advising services at NM and if we HAD to use them (since usually 
means needs to submit [weeks] earlier) and 3. How many to apply 
for”

 “I think what happened to me was that I had a sense I wanted to 
apply for an F32 and the loan forgiveness but didn’t have a 
project identified in time and couldn’t pull myself together in 3 
months”

 “There was sorta like a sense like, you should do this, and really no 
guidance except just winging it. Like I wish I had a timeline but I 
feel like since then Dr. Ho has shared some of that stuff so hopefully 
that’s not a problem anymore”



Testimonial
Anonymous PGY5 #2

 “… I would’ve been more successful if I had started sooner and had 
acquired a mentor sooner also.” 

 “You can’t really write one of these things within 3 months like I 
tried to do.”



You Have 
Support

You
Sponsor 
(Primary 
Mentor)

Co-
Sponsors

Assigned 
RA

Dr. Ho

Past 
Applicants

Your 
Mentor’s 
Network



Finding a 
Mentor

 Ideally someone with a track record of supporting research residents

 Should be someone you envision yourself getting along with

 Ask prior research residents for their experiences with their mentors
 Biggest complaint: lack of mentor responsiveness

 Two approaches:
 Choose mentor for their subspeciality:

 Pros: they can introduce you to colleagues at conferences, you demonstrate 
interest in the field, you will have much deeper exposure to field which 
shows on the interview trail

 Cons: if you change your subspeciality interest (not uncommon), these 
benefits evaporate somewhat, you might be doing projects you are not 
really enthused about (clinical research when you want basic science, etc.)

 Choose mentor because of their research methods:
 Pros: what you learn will be applicable no matter your future subspeciality, 

you can brand yourself as a methods expert (“qualitative methods”, “basic 
science”, “health economics” etc.) and how that relates to your career goals

 Cons: less opportunity to network with people in your chosen field, you will 
have to do some outside work to demonstrate interest if important for your 
eventual subspeciality (publications, conferences, etc.)

 Faculty at conferences insist productivity and project ownership >> 
subspeciality focus, but there’s likely a balance



Finding a 
Mentor

 My advice: pick the mentor for their research methods because you 
will be happy regardless

 Double whammy if you change specialty interest AND don’t like basic 
science / statistics / qualitative interviews, etc.

 Methods are 90% of your time (what your day-to-day looks like)

 You can always be a methods expert and apply them to projects in your 
new field

 People change their minds during research years
 Research year experiences will convince people for or against certain 

specialties

 Research year lifestyle, family events, etc. also play a role

 You can pick up additional projects / mentors during research years, 
but you need to find a mentor early to start applying for grants



RA Checklist & 
Internal 
Deadlines

 Your research assistant (RA) is a 
dedicated expert in grant 
submissions employed by 
Northwestern University

 Your RA will be the same as that 
of your primary mentor (sponsor)

 They will create your account on 
eRA Commons and make a 
checklist of submission materials 
for your specific funding 
opportunity

 They will demand all 
administrative submission 
materials to be given two weeks 
early before the funder’s 
submission deadline

 One week early for the 
remainder (scientific content 
like specific aims, research 
strategy, goals and training)

 This is practically a big deal for 
your timeline as time runs short



eRA Commons

 Website used by HHS for 
submission of NIH, AHRQ 
grants

 Account must be created by 
grants manager at university 
(your RA)

 All communication and updates 
are through eRA Commons 
portal

 Your RA will be the one to 
actually submit, the account is 
mostly for communications 
from the funding agency





Priority Score

Found in eRA Commons shortly 
after the  study section meeting 
date

 The score your application 
receives is the “priority score” 
or “impact score”

 Range from 10-90, lower 
scores are better

 About half of applications are 
not scored at all after initial 
review (“ND” – not discussed)

 Initial submission was not 
funded with a score of 40

 Resubmission was funded 
with a score of 20

 Percentile based on score 
was not calculated for my 
application, but that is an 
equivalent metric



Paylines

 Your priority 
score or 
percentile is used 
to compare your 
application to 
others

 The payline is 
the conservative 
estimate of the 
percentile / score 
below which 
your grant will be 
funded

 Varies cycle to 
cycle

 Not a sure thing 
(see graph)



Benefits of 
applying

 Even if you don’t secure funding:
 You will have a clear outline of your research strategy

 You will have identified pitfalls and know what to troubleshoot (data 
access, IRB approval, institutional red tape)

 You will be ready to start research years running

 You will have better rapport with your mentor

 You will have firsthand experience writing grants, so your first won’t 
be as an attending

 You can still report your priority score on your CV even if you miss 
the payline



Look & Feel of F32 
Specific Aims, Research 
Strategy
Original and Revised Submissions



Look and Feel 
of Application









Look & Feel of F32 
Background & Goals of 
Fellowship Training
Revised Submission





Look & Feel of AAS and 
ACS Applications



AAS Application
1 cover page
5 research strategy
1 applicant biosketch
1 mentor biosketch
2 LOR
1 budget 
1 lay summary of project

~11 pages you are responsible for

These pages you see are the entire 
application (minus LOR and biosketch)

Top 10 invited for 15-minute zoom 
interview in mid December

Interview is low-stress, just be eloquent 
about your project and able to respond 
to 1) predictable critiques of the study 
design and 2) your expected career 
trajectory



ACS 
Application
1 cover letter
1 specific aims
3 research strategy
1 applicant biosketch
1 mentor biosketch
2 LOR
1 budget justification

~9 pages you are responsible for

These pages you see are the 
entire application (minus LOR 
and biosketch)



Edge Cases
Dealing with Multiple Funding Sources



Awards Unable 
to be Combined

Declined AAS Award in favor 
of ACS



Office of 
Sponsored 
Research

Cannot accept awards 
funding over 1.0 FTE salary

Had to resubmit budget to 
ACS without salary support
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