
Grant Review Experience

• 09/2023 UK - CRUK's Discovery Research Committee, Expert Grant Review Panel
• 06/2023 Italy - Fondazione AIRC per la ricerca sul cancro ETS, Grant Reviewer
• 06/2023-2029 NIH, CSR, Cancer Prevention Study Section (CPSS), standing member
• 02/23/23 NIH, CSR, Cancer Prevention Study Section (CPSS), ad hoc reviewer
• 11/03/22 NIH, CSR, ZRG1 MOSS C(02) special emphasis panel (SEP), ad hoc reviewer
• 08/01/22 UK - Worldwide Cancer Research, Grant Reviewer
• 06/27/22 NIH, CSR, Cancer Prevention Study Section (CPSS), ad hoc reviewer
• 02/17/22 NIH, CSR, Nutrition and Metabolism in Health and Disease (NMHD), ad hoc reviewer
• 2022, 2023 Worldwide - Pfizer, Cachexia ASPIRE program, standing member



General Tips

• Short, basic sentences

• Short paragraphs ~10 lines

• Be mindful of white space on the page

• Avoid acronyms

• Avoid jargon

• Assume reviewers have not read your papers

• Assume you are speaking to a colleague in a similar department at another institution.



Reading 
your 
Submission

Aims Page

Significance & Innovation

Approach



Specific Aims

Disease background
Significance
Gap in knowledge

Prior Publications
Preliminary Data
Hypothesis
Objectives

Aims:
Hypothesis
Approach: 
• Models
• Methods
• Outcomes
• Rigor
• Technical innovation

Not too much detail
Not too little detail

More Significance



Significance

• Does this study address an important 
problem or a critical barrier to progress  in 
the field?  

• If the aims of the application are achieved, 
how will scientific knowledge technical 
capability, and/or clinical practice be 
improved?  

• What will be the effect of these studies on 
the concepts methods, technologies, 
treatments, services, or preventative 
interventions that drive this field?

____________________________

Use the “set-up & deliver” approach

Make the Reviewers life easy by bolding 
statements that can be used in support of 

significance.



Innovation

Conceptual

Technical

Programmatic



Tips on Approach

• There is a gap in knowledge or controversy in the field

• Preliminary data is generated and reveals an interesting finding

• A hypothesis is generated

• Rigorous experiments are performed

• Results are obtained

• Conclusions are made

• Describe the model systems (SABV), sample size, primary outcome, statistical 
analysis plan, anticipated results, potential pitfalls and alternative strategies.

• Is it realistic to assume that you can do these experiments based on prior 
publications or preliminary data? If not, then find a collaborator.



RADIATION ONCOLOGY

NCI Transition Career Development Workshop:

What Reviewers Look for in your RPG 

Application

Daniel R. Wahl MD PhD

Associate Professor

Department of Radiation Oncology

University of Michigan



RADIATION ONCOLOGY

• Radiation Oncology Physician Scientist

• Clinical practice=central nervous system tumors

• Research focus=links between altered metabolism, DNA damage 

response and treatment resistance in brain cancers

• Grant Recipient (NCI, NINDS, Philanthropic Foundations)

• Grant Reviewer (RTB, SPORE Ad Hoc, NCI-J/Career 

Development standing)

Who am I?



RADIATION ONCOLOGY

• Question 1: Should this work be performed?

– Is it an important question? Will the discoveries resulting from 

this work have some chance (sooner or later) of helping the 
world?

• Question 2: If the money goes to this research team, will the work 

be completed?

– Is it the right team of investigators with the right 

expertise/resources?

– Is the experimental design correct? Are the model systems 

appropriate? Etc. etc. 

What do I look for in a grant?



RADIATION ONCOLOGY

• Know your audience

– You are mostly writing for your 3 primary reviewers

• Write a compelling story

– Don’t assume that your reviewers will have read your 

published works or know relevant background information: the 

grant should stand alone as a story

– Take liberties with formatting/where to put preliminary data if it 

is the service of making the grant easier to read and 

understand

• Your aims page is the most important page in the grant and 

should get your reviewers excited

General Advice (1)



RADIATION ONCOLOGY

• Grant writing is planning. When it’s well done, it can elevate your science 

and sharpen your ideas even if it’s not funded

• Plans are worthless but planning is essential

– A good budget/justification lets the reviewers know you’ve thought 

through all the steps of your research

– A well-written pitfalls/alternative approaches lets reviewers know that 
the money won’t be wasted if the first idea is wrong

• If you haven’t published with a collaborator before and there is no money 

moving, then I worry about that collaborator’s part getting done

General Advice (2)
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