
F31 Ruth L. Kirschtein National Research Service Award (NRSA) 

 

 

NIH Individual Training Fellowships 

http://grants.nih.gov/grants/guide/pa-files/PA-14-147.html 

 

-Available to US Citizens or Green Card holders 

-Up to four years of stipend support 

-15-25% success rate, nationally 

-Deadlines: April 8, August 8, December 8  

 

 

Scored on 5 Criteria 

 

1) Fellowship Applicant 
2) Sponsor, Collaborators and Consultants 
3) Research Training Plan 
4) Training Potential 
5) Institutional Strengths and Commitments 

 

Why should you apply?  It is a very prestigious accomplishment.  It 
eliminates ~$120,000 from your advisor’s budget concerns. This 
enables your advisor to spend more on supplies, equipment and 
travel.   

 

 

When should you apply? After you have found a laboratory for your 
dissertation. 

http://grants.nih.gov/grants/guide/pa-files/PA-14-147.html


William Wimley, Biochemistry 

wwimley@tulane.edu 

F30/F31/F32/F33 Review 
 If you cannot access the hyperlinks below,  

visit http://grants.nih.gov/grants/peer/critiques/f.htm.  

 

Application #:  

Applicant: 

OVERALL IMPACT 

Reviewers will provide an overall impact score to reflect their assessment of the likelihood that 
the fellowship will enhance the candidate’s potential for, and commitment to, a productive 
independent scientific research career in a health-related field, in consideration of the following 
scored and additional review criteria. An application does not need to be strong in all categories 
to be judged likely to have a major impact. 

Overall Impact/Merit Write a paragraph summarizing the factors that informed your Overall Impact 
score  

 

Highlighted text:  My notes about each scored criterion 

 

Non-highlighted text: My actual comments from the review of an F31 application that was 
successful. 

 

This strong applicant with an already established publication record, is pursuing a PhD at xxx  in 
the lab of a highly successful sponsor who recently moved from NIH to academia. The training 
plan is a genuine strength of this proposal as it describes, at least briefly, training in all of the 
important areas beyond technical training that will arise from the research. The research plan has 
a few weaknesses that reduce enthusiasm somewhat, mainly arising from questions about 
whether the data collected will be able to answer the stated questions. 

 

SCORED REVIEW CRITERIA 

Reviewers will consider each of the five review criteria below in the determination of scientific and 
technical merit, and give a separate score for each.  

1. Fellowship Applicant 

Strengths  

 Be sure to describe everything good about yourself. Describe your past research 
experience in a way that shows you were engaged. If there is a weakness in your record 
(a bad semester, failed course, low GPA, gap years) address the reasons behind these 
low points. 

http://grants.nih.gov/grants/peer/critiques/f.htm
http://grants.nih.gov/grants/peer/critiques/f.htm#F_overall
http://grants.nih.gov/grants/peer/critiques/f.htm#F_01


 The applicant graduated from New College of Florida with a BA in Chemistry and Biology, 
and is now pursuing a PhD (Moderate). 

 New College of Florida does not assign letter grades, so the applicant’s undergraduate 
academic record cannot be assessed. However, New College has a reputation for 
graduating students who excel in math and science. Graduate level grades are 4 A and 2 
B+ (Moderate) 

 Applicant has 3 nice structural biology papers, from undergraduate work, which included 
as internship and NSF REU in the same laboratory. This suggest good future productivity 
(Moderate) 

 Letters are supportive (Minor). 

Weaknesses 

 GRE scores are mediocre (Moderate) 

 

2. Sponsors, Collaborators, and Consultants   

Strengths  

 Productivity (>10 papers/year is excellent, <2 paper per year is very poor) 

 History of training (>30 previous grad students is excellent, < 3 grad student is very poor) 

 Funding (There should be funding available to support this project independent of the F31) 

 Co-sponsor:  A good co-sponsor always adds strength. Pick one that counters a 
weakness and describe in detail how that co-sponsor will participate in the training. 

 The sponsor, is a Professor at xxx, where he moved in 2013 after a long residence as a 
section chief at NIH (Moderate). 

 Sponsor is highly productive, and successful leader in his field (Major) 

 More than sufficient funding is present for this project, with two new R01 grants 
(Moderate) 

 Sponsor has trained 24 previous postdocs, however this applicant is his first graduate 
student, due to his recently moving to academia from NIH (Moderate) 

 A very strong co-sponsor, has been recruited, adding additional strength to the training 
environment (moderate) 

Weaknesses 

 None noted 

 

3. Research Training Plan 

Strengths  

 The research plan has to be logically flawless. The techniques proposed should 
complement what the applicant has learned from past work.  

 Preliminary data are important for feasibility. 

 The amount of work has to be appropriate for ONE student to do in a few years. 

http://grants.nih.gov/grants/peer/critiques/f.htm#F_02
http://grants.nih.gov/grants/peer/critiques/f.htm#F_03


 Make sure that the technical training potential is high (new techniques for you that are 
powerful and broadly applicable). 

 The applicant proposes to take advantage of the world class electron microscopy 
expertise at xxx  to study the ultrastructure of the large complex that regulates autophagy 
in an unknown way. The potential impact of success in this work is high (moderate) 

 

Weaknesses 

 While there is little doubt that unique structure information will be obtained, it is never 
made clear how the ultrastructure by electron microscopy will help determine  the 
mechanism by which xxx activates/inactivates autophagy. In fact, not even a hypothesis is 
stated (Moderate) 

 Membrane association is essential for the activity of this complex. There are 2 C2 
domains, and likely other membrane associating subunits. It seems possible that the 
absence of membrane surfaces could lead to misleading results in the EM studies, in 
which the stated goal is to understand the structural features responsible for activation 
(Moderate) 

 

4. Training Potential 

Strengths  

 VERY IMPORTANT:  The training plan written by the sponsor must be personalized for 
the applicant, highly detailed, and must describe (in detail) how the sponsor and 
cosponsor will train the applicant in every critical aspects of training. 

 Technical skills 

 Writing skills 

 Presentation skills 

 Extra classwork as needed 

 Keeping up with Literature 

 Networking with other scientists 

 Teaching (if relevant to the applicant’s career goals (described elsewhere)). 

 The more details the better. The sponsor should say specifically how often they will meet 
face to face and for how long. The sponsor should describe exactly how he will help 
improve the writing and speaking skills. The sponsor should note the strengths and 
weaknesses of the applicant and describe how the weaknesses will be focused on. 

Training must be active and personally conducted by the sponsor/co-sponsor. Avoid training by 
osmosis. “Tulane is a great environment for students because there are many seminars that they 
can attend.”  

 The training plan is detailed, and specifically mentions all of the critical elements of 
graduate student training. The sponsor acknowledges that this applicant is his first 
graduate student and endeavors (successfully) in the training plan to be certain that no 
important aspects of training are ignored (Moderate). 

Weaknesses 

http://grants.nih.gov/grants/peer/critiques/f.htm#F_04


 None noted 

Tr 

 

5. Institutional Environment & Commitment to Training 

Strengths  

 You should describe in detail any equipment, expertise or facility that is needed for you to 
do your work and receive your training. Also describe the BMS program’s commitment to 
graduate student training and career advancement. 

 The institutional commitment appears to be appropriate (moderate) 

 The environment is ideal for this work(moderate) 

Weaknesses 

 None noted 

 

 

http://grants.nih.gov/grants/peer/critiques/f.htm#F_05

