Details on the Pitch Paper (draft Specific Aims page)
Faculty submit a NIH-style proposal to apply for VBRN funding. Because our network is comprised of primarily undergraduate institutions, VBRN encourages faculty to submit AREA R15 and R16 grants for extramural funding. No clinical trials are allowed. Please note that the NIH AREA R15 review criteria are used in the VBRN review process and for the pitch papers (see below).
For the pitch paper, faculty are asked to include at a minimum Specific Aims of the proposed research (one-page total). Optionally and additionally, faculty may include draft Significance and Innovation components of an AREA R15 application (two-pages total, including the Specific Aims page).
VBRN is currently working to recruit local reviewers to participate in the small group breakouts; typically, these include local experts in areas that are appropriate for the PUI faculty applicants. If you have any suggested reviewers you would like to recommend, please share their contact information with your BPI Coordinator. VBRN will then reach out to any suggested reviewers.
The Specific Aims page:
The Specific Aims page is particularly critical as your “calling card” to your readers. During an actual NIH Study Section, only the three reviewers (Primary, Secondary and Reader) will read your full application closely, but all panelists will typically scan the Specific Aims page during the review to get an overview of the proposal.  Hence, your Specific Aims page is critical for selling your application to the whole panel. Most applicants will typically format their Specific Aims page using a standard formal structure.  It starts with a short paragraph that will introduce the main scientific question and then present a statement of the central hypothesis that your work will test.  Next, write a short paragraph for each of the 2-4 principal objectives (Aims) of the study. Each Aim should include the premise behind the Aim, a description of how the Aim will be achieved, and what the likely impact of successful completion of the Aim will be to the field at large. Some PIs conclude their Specific Aims page with a brief impact statement describing how completion of the research will positively impact on the NIH Mission and NIH Priorities. A good Specific Aims page convinces the reader of the importance of your question, the logical strength of your central hypothesis, and the strength of your approach in testing this hypothesis.
Significance and Innovation components (optional):
The Significance and Innovation sections function to convince the reader of the overall urgency of your scientific question, and whether you have devised a novel and forward-looking approach to test your main questions. Essentially, a well written significance section answers the why of your grant and convinces the reader that the problem needs further research. It should support your premise for the importance of the question and help frame why your hypothesis is reasonable. The Innovation section is an argument for the novelty of your approach. Typically, novelty is expressed in the form of a novel hypothesis, a new scientific approach or technique, and a novel conceptual framework to study and analysis.
For additional resources on writing Specific Aims as well as Significance and Innovation sections contact VBRN (vbrn@uvm.edu).

An excellent guide for writing NIH grant proposals:
Robertson, John D. et al. The Grant Application Writer’s Workbook: National Institutes of Health Version. January 2019 edition. Buellton, CA: Grant Writers’ Seminars and Workshops, LLC, 2019. Print.
If you have any questions about the workshop or the pitch paper, please contact your BPI Coordinator or vbrn@uvm.edu.


NIH Review Criteria within the new Simplified Framework include the following components. Consider these in the preparation of your pitch paper.
 
Overall Impact
Reviewers provide an overall impact score to reflect their assessment of the likelihood for the project to exert a sustained, powerful influence on the research field(s) involved, in consideration of the following review criteria and additional review criteria (as applicable for the project proposed). An application does not need to be strong in all categories to be judged likely to have major scientific impact.
Review Criteria
Reviewers consider Factors 1, 2 and 3 in the determination of scientific merit, and in providing an overall impact score. In addition, Factors 1 and 2 each receive a separate criterion score.
Factor 1. Importance of the Research
Significance
· Evaluate the importance of the proposed research in the context of current scientific challenges and opportunities, either for advancing knowledge within the field, or more broadly. Assess whether the application addresses an important gap in knowledge in the field, would solve a critical problem, or create a valuable conceptual or technical advance.
· Evaluate the rationale for undertaking the study, the rigor of the scientific background for the work (e.g., prior literature and/or preliminary data) and whether the scientific background justifies the proposed study.
Innovation
· Evaluate the extent to which innovation influences the importance of undertaking the proposed research. Note that while technical or conceptual innovation can influence the importance of the proposed research, a project that is not applying novel concepts or approaches may be of critical importance for the field.
· Evaluate whether the proposed work applies novel concepts, methods or technologies or uses existing concepts, methods, technologies in novel ways, to enhance the overall impact of the project.
Factor 2. Rigor and Feasibility
Approach
· Evaluate the scientific quality of the proposed work. Evaluate the likelihood that compelling, reproducible findings will result (rigor) and assess whether the proposed studies can be done well and within the timeframes proposed (feasibility).
Rigor
· Evaluate the potential to produce unbiased, reproducible, robust data.
· Evaluate the rigor of experimental design and whether appropriate controls are in place.
· Evaluate whether the sample size is sufficient and well-justified.
· Assess the quality of the plans for analysis, interpretation, and reporting of results.
· Evaluate whether the investigators presented adequate plans to address relevant biological variables, such as sex or age, in the design, analysis, and reporting.
· For applications involving human subjects or vertebrate animals, also evaluate:
· the rigor of the intervention or study manipulation (if applicable to the study design).
· whether outcome variables are justified.
· whether the results will be generalizable or, in the case of a rare disease/special group, relevant to the particular subgroup.
· >whether the sample is appropriate and sufficiently diverse to address the proposed question(s).
· For applications involving human subjects, including clinical trials, assess the adequacy of inclusion plans as appropriate for the scientific goals of the research. Considerations of appropriateness may include disease/condition/behavior incidence, prevalence, or population burden, population representation, and/or current state of the science.
Feasibility
· Evaluate whether the proposed approach is sound and achievable, including plans to address problems or new challenges that emerge in the work. For proposed studies in which feasibility may be less certain, evaluate whether the uncertainty is balanced by the potential for major advances.
· For applications involving human subjects, including clinical trials, evaluate the adequacy and feasibility of the plan to recruit and retain an appropriately diverse population of participants. Additionally, evaluate the likelihood of successfully achieving the proposed enrollment based on age, racial, ethnic, and sex categories.
· For clinical trial applications, evaluate whether the study timeline and milestones are feasible.
Factor 3. Expertise and Resources
Investigator(s) 
Evaluate whether the investigator(s) have demonstrated background, training, and expertise, as appropriate for their career stage, to conduct the proposed work. For Multiple Principal Investigator (MPI) applications, assess the quality of the leadership plan to facilitate coordination and collaboration.
Environment
Evaluate whether the institutional resources are appropriate to ensure the successful execution of the proposed work.


