10 Things I Wish I'd Known Before I Wrote My K99

By Tracy Vargo-Gogola, Ph.D.


I decided to apply for a K99/R00 Howard Temin Pathway to Independence Award in Cancer Research in March of 2006, during the fourth year of my postdoctoral training.  I had just interviewed for a faculty position, an interview that I was incredibly fortunate to have considering the state of my curriculum vitae at that time.  Following the interview, I was dejected; it was clear that my pursuit of a faculty position was premature.  The chair of the department in which I had interviewed was very kind, and she and I had a candid discussion about my career goals and the next step I should take towards achieving these goals.  With her encouragement and support, as well as the support of my postdoctoral mentor, Dr. Jeffrey Rosen, I decided to apply for the K99/R00.  


It was the first year that this award mechanism was offered, and there was a great deal of speculation about it.  Unlike other NIH training and career development awards, K99 awards were not restricted to US citizens and permanent residents.  For this reason, there was supposition that not only would there be fierce competition for this prestigious award, but also that everyone with fewer than five years of postdoctoral training would be submitting an application.  It was starting to seem as if I might have a better chance at winning the Mega Millions Jackpot.  In my forlorn state, I believed I had little to lose.  If nothing more, I would have a detailed plan of experiments that I could pursue for the next 5 years of my postdoctoral training. 


The process of applying for a major grant at that juncture in my career was an incredible learning experience, with a steep learning curve.  Prior to writing the K99 grant, I had been awarded a Susan G. Komen predoctoral fellowship and a Department of Defense (DOD) Breast Cancer Research Program postdoctoral fellowship.  I had also applied for a DOD Concept award (which was not funded), and I had written two aims of a P01 grant with my mentor, Jeff Rosen, which is now in its fourth year of funding.  Despite having a fair amount of experience in applying for grants, I was unprepared for the challenges of the K99.  The K99 application, which includes 25 pages of scientific writing and approximately 20 pages of supporting documents, was daunting.  I had 10 weeks to complete the application.  Perhaps it would have been a less stressful time if I had an article such as this, in which someone who had jumped and lived to tell about it had provided guidance and tips that are somehow missing from the 144 pages of the PHS 398 instructions.  I therefore offer you the 10 things I wish I knew before I wrote my K99.         

1. Talk with your mentors and the program director of the institute to which you are likely to submit your grant to discuss your eligibility, strength as a candidate, and appropriateness of your research topic for that particular institute. 

2. Time is of the essence, allow yourself enough of it at each stage of the grant writing process to:

· Read and understand the PHS 398 instructions and K99 specific adaptations to these instructions, which totals more than 150 pages of detailed information.  

· Meet with your department officials and office of research (OOR) personnel who manage grant submissions at your institution to learn about their procedures for grant routing and submission.  Be sure to ask when their deadlines are to ensure submission of your grant by the NIH deadline.  The OOR must also generate an eRA Commons website account for you prior to submission of your grant.  This account allows you access to the electronic research administration (eRA) of the NIH for online grant submission and management.  I became very familiar with the Commons website around the time of my grant review date when I found myself compulsively checking it for updates.  

· Ask early for letters of recommendation from 3 individuals in addition to your mentor.  Give them sufficient time to write and submit their letter.  Provide them with your CV and a summary of your research and career development plans.

· Write the scientific plans (which includes the career development plans) of the proposal. For this you may need at least 4-6 weeks of designated writing time.  

· Complete the paperwork burden associated with the grant.  The PHS 398 instructions estimate that it will take you 40 hours to complete the administrative documents that must be submitted with the proposal. These 40 hours are exclusive of the time required to develop the scientific plans.  If this is your first major grant it may take you longer.   

· Get feedback from your peers and mentors. Be prepared to give them a draft of your proposal 2-3 weeks before you have to send it to your department officials and OOR.  This will allow them ample time to read your grant and for you to revise your proposal after receiving their critiques.

· Finish your proposal a few days ahead of schedule in case there are any problems with the submission process.  We have all heard stories of computers crashing while the grant is uploading 10 minutes before the 5 PM deadline.  Submitting early gives you a cushion of time in the event of unforeseen problems.

3. Know your reviewers.  I mistakenly thought that a topic-specific study section would review my K99 application.  In fact, each of the NIH centers that offer K99 awards has a designated K99 review panel.  This is an important point because while your reviewers are likely experts in their field, it may not be your field.  Thus, as you write each section of the Scientific Plan (abstract, introduction, significance, specific aims, experimental design, anticipated outcomes and alternative approaches), be careful to avoid what I like to refer to as "expert syndrome".  If you are afflicted with "expert syndrome" you may become too engrossed in the highly specific details of your research plan.  As a result, you may fail to provide the fundamental aspects of the science underlying your hypothesis and experimental plans that are necessary for your reviewers to critically evaluate the following: the relevance of the hypothesis being investigated, quality of the research, feasibility of the studies, and whether the proposed studies will help you to accomplish your career development objectives.  You must achieve a balance between providing the fundamental information as well as the specific details underlying your research plans. 

4. What are the reviewers evaluating?  

· Your strength as a candidate: are you an independent, mature, and productive junior scientist with the potential to become a leader in your field? To assess this they will evaluate your publication record, evidence of fellowships or other grants, and letters of recommendation. 

· Your career development plan: does the candidate have a well-defined career development plan (what to include in this section is discussed in detail later)?  When you finish the mentored phase of the award will you be well positioned to compete for a faculty appointment and an R01 within the next few years? 

· Research plan: does the candidate have a well-conceived research plan?  Is the research hypothesis driven?  Are outcomes, potential problems, and alternative approaches thoughtfully considered?  Is there a clear demarcation between the studies to be performed during the mentored and independent phases?  Clearly state how you will overlap and distinguish yourself from your mentor.  Does the proposed research have the potential to contribute to the mission of the institute and lead to advances in the field?  

· Your mentor:  is he an established, well-funded investigator?  Does he have a strong record of providing excellent training?  Is he committed to your training and successful transition to a faculty position?  The letter of support from your mentor should address these points.

· Environment and institutional commitment to candidate: will the environment facilitate success in both the candidate's research and career development?  The letter from your department chairman should address these points.

5. Be sure to understand the purpose of each section of the proposal.  For example, in my application I did not include any information in the Candidate Section.  I failed to realize that this was my opportunity to provide information about publications that were in progress or in review, which cannot be included in the bibliography section.  Note that the bibliography section can only include manuscripts that are published or accepted for publication.  Had I realized this, it may have strengthened my application.  If you have questions about any aspect of the application, ask the program director.

6. This is a career development award, and thus, the Career Development Plan is a critical aspect of the application.  Use this section to outline how this grant will literally serve as a map to navigate your pathway to independence.  Specifically, how will you use this additional training to distinguish yourself from your mentor?  Delineate how the proposed studies will provide a foundation for your future career as an independent scientist.  Discuss your short-term goals (e.g. publish papers on ongoing studies, master new techniques, develop a new model system) and long-term career goals (e.g. establish an independent research program to take to a faculty position in a particular research area).  How will the proposed research aims and career development plans help you to achieve these goals?  Describe the expertise of your mentors, how you plan to interact with them, and how these interactions will foster success in your research and career development.  Discuss any seminars, journal clubs, and conferences you will attend that will enhance your career development.  When preparing this section, also be sure to put it in the context of the two phases of the award.  Provide a time frame for your studies and career development activities.  Which aims and goals will you pursue during the mentored phase of the award, and how will achieving these goals during this time frame help you to succeed during the independent phase of the award? 

7. Get feedback from your peers and mentors.  I cannot stress this enough. Identify two fellow postdocs who have a strong command of written English, some experience preparing grant applications, and are willing to critically evaluate your proposal.  If possible, choose one reviewer who has expertise in your research area and one who does not.  The latter will serve as a barometer for whether you were afflicted with "expert syndrome" while preparing your proposal.  Allow enough time for them to thoroughly evaluate your proposal and for you to revise your proposal prior to sending it to your mentors.  Lastly, be sure to return the favor when asked to review someone's grant.

8. Choose your mentors well.  Identify mentors who have areas of expertise in various aspects of your proposed research plans.   Formulate a plan to meet with them regularly and describe this plan in the Career Development section. 

9. In addition to the letter of support from your direct mentor and 3 letters of recommendation from other faculty mentors, you will need a letter of support from your department chairman.  Department chairmen are incredibly busy.  Prepare a draft of this letter in which you highlight the strengths of the training environment, the facilities and resources available at your institution, your direct mentor's training history, and include a statement indicating that you will be released from other duties so that you can devote a minimum of 75% effort to you K99 grant (the application instructions specifically ask for this).  Provide your chairman with a draft of the letter, and ask that he modify and sign it.  Again, allow him ample time to do this.

10. Real people do get awarded K99 awards, and the chances are slightly better than winning a Mega Millions Jackpot.

