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A Note from the Publisher 

Dear Professional:

Thank you for ordering the “NIH New Biosketch: Writing Style Tactics to Match the New Guidelines” guide from the 

Principal Investigators Association Library. 

Dr. John Ludlow and Nancy Parmely served as authors of this guide.  Dr. Ludlow began his academic faculty 

career at the University of Rochester (NY) in 1991, with appointments in the department of biochemistry at the 

medical school and the university’s cancer research center. During this time he maintained an independently 

funded research laboratory training graduate students and post doctoral fellows in the area of tumor suppressor 

gene expression, protein structure, and function. Funding for his laboratory came from a variety of sources, 

including the NIH, the American Cancer Society, and private foundations.  Nancy Parmely is a freelance writer 

living near State College, Pennsylvania. She attended the University of Iowa, and has been involved in the writing 

and editing of both technical and non-technical projects for over 30 years, maintaining a flair for original and 

expressive wording, instructive illustrations and detailed explanations.

In addition to the special reports that make up the library, Principal Investigators Association offers a monthly 

eNewsletter, grant application manuals, and a year-long series of interactive webinars — all devoted to helping 

you improve performance and spend more time doing what you love: the research. Our goal as an association is 

to be the world’s leading source of real-world, results-oriented information for our members in all fields of science. 

Our unique approach — delivering targeted guidance, case studies, success strategies and best practices — has 

earned us a reputation for depth, usefulness and high-value information as well as a loyal group of members who 

rely on that information to help them with their administrative and funding duties. We’re glad you’ve joined them 

and invite you to review all of our products and services at www.principalinvestigators.org. 

We are always on the lookout for interesting topics, researcher needs, and ways we can be of service to you. If 

you have a success story you would like to share with your colleagues, please do not hesitate to contact me. I 

would be delighted to hear from you, and I look forward to serving you and your organization with the best advice 

and information available in the future.  

 
Best Regards,  

 
Leslie Norins, MD, PhD  

Retired Founder 

Principal Investigators Association 

9990 Coconut Road Suite 316 

Bonita Springs, FL 34135 

Info@principalinvestigators.org
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Introduction

In 2012, the NIH released a Request for Information (RFI) for the purpose of obtaining feedback 

on proposed changes to the biographical sketch section of its grant applications (Notice Number: NOT-

OD-12-115 http://grants.nih.gov/grants/guide/notice-files/NOT-OD-12-115.html). This request was 

followed by two rounds of pilot tests (Notice Number: NOT-OD-14-091 http://grants.nih.gov/grants/

guide/notice-files/NOT-OD-14-091.html). The first round (RFA-CA-13-501 http://grants.nih.gov/

grants/guide/rfa-files/RFA-CA-13-501.html) was conducted in 2013 and appeared in two Requests for 

Applications. The second round (RFA-CA-13-502 http://grants.nih.gov/grants/guide/rfa-files/RFA-

CA-13-502.html) involved additional applications, as well as surveys (of both reviewers and applicants) 

designed to help the agency refine the application instructions and the guidance provided to reviewers.  

Citing positive feedback to a survey involving applicants to one of the five grant programs that 

piloted the new format in the spring of 2014, NIH initially proposed requiring the new biosketch format 

for the January 25, 2015 application deadline. However, the research community argued that such an 

abrupt change would make it difficult for those investigators already well along in the preparation of 

their applications slated for the same January deadline under the old format requirements. 

An adjustment was subsequently made and the deadline for the new format is now official: the NIH 

will require the use of a new biosketch format to be included with applications submitted for due dates 

on or after May 25, 2015 (Notice Number: NOT-OD-15-032 http://grants.nih.gov/grants/guide/notice-

files/NOT-OD-15-032.html).

http://grants.nih.gov/grants/guide/notice-files/NOT-OD-14-091.html
http://grants.nih.gov/grants/guide/notice-files/NOT-OD-14-091.html
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OVERVIEW OF THE CHANGES

The new biosketch includes different formatting, new sections, and new data points collected. To 

illustrate:  

OLD

NEW
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For the new biosketch format page, note the:  

• OMB number 

• New approval date at the top of the form

• Different formatting

There are three featured changes to the overall format:

1. The maximum total page length for the biosketch has been increased from four to five.

2. There is a new Section C, entitled “Contributions to Science”. This section will replace the 

Selected Peer-Reviewed Publications section. In this new Section C, applicants have an 

opportunity to briefly describe up to five of their most significant contributions to science, and to 

match each of these contributions with up to four associated publications.

3. Applicants will need to provide a URL to a full list of their published work, as found in a publicly 

available digital database such as SciENcv or My Bibliography.

WHY CHANGE THE FORMAT?

The purpose of these changes has best been summarized by Dr. Sally Rockey, NIH’s Deputy Director 

for Extramural Research. Her complete web posting on this subject may be found at http://nexus.od.nih.

gov/all/2014/05/22/changes-to-the-biosketch/:

“The primary focus of the new NIH biosketch will be the magnitude and significance of the 

scientific advances associated with a researcher’s discoveries and the specific role the researcher 

played in those findings. This change will help reviewers evaluate you not by where you’ve 

published or how many times, but instead by what you’ve accomplished. Hopefully, this change 

will redirect the focus of reviewers and the scientific community more generally from widely 

questioned metrics, like the number of published papers, the number of citations received by 

those papers, or one of several statistical approaches used to normalize citations.

We strongly believe that allowing a researcher to generate an account of his or her own work will 

provide a clearer picture of each individual’s contributions and capabilities.” 

http://nexus.od.nih.gov/all/2014/05/22/changes-to-the-biosketch/
http://nexus.od.nih.gov/all/2014/05/22/changes-to-the-biosketch/
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Stated another way, the NIH feels that the new format accomplishes two important goals: (1) it 

allows applicants to describe the importance and value of their own scientific contributions (including 

publications), and (2) it provides more detailed information about their research experiences within the 

context of proposed projects. The expectation is that a narrative providing this information will decrease 

reviewers’ reliance on such metrics as total number of publications, journal impact factor, and number of 

citations for papers.

APPREHENSION ABOUT THESE CHANGES

Are there concerns about this new format? Absolutely – change is bound to raise concerns especially 

in regard to whether such change might give unfair advantage to a select group of applicants. Both 

applicants and reviewers have expressed apprehension, for example, about the suitability of the new 

format for new investigators (http://nexus.od.nih.gov/all/2014/11/26/implementing-the-modified-nih-

biosketch-format/). A new investigator may have less than five scientific accomplishments to list, raising 

concern about whether this new biosketch might have a negative impact on the younger professional 

whose body of work is not yet as well-established as that of the more experienced investigator.

In response to this concern, Dr. Rockey observed: 

“I believe the contrary is true; this new format will give early career investigators a platform for 

describing and framing the significance of their contributions, which should help reviewers better 

understand their accomplishments without having to rely on a list of publications.” 

Similar concern regarding the potential for bias has also been expressed for women and some 

minorities. The NIH is sensitive to these issues as well; the original RFI acknowledged a need to level the 

playing field, listing eight types of applicants.

Additionally, there is apprehension over requiring applicants to describe the impact and value of 

their own scientific contributions. Applicants may be left feeling the need to describe the brilliance of 

their work; however, knowing how this effort might be interpreted as bragging, some worry that such 

interpretation could prove detrimental during the review process. 
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These concerns reflect a few of the challenges we later address in more detail. 

In the new Biosketch, Section B (Positions and Honors) and Section D (Research Support) will 

essentially stay the same; therefore, we will consider only Sections A (Personal Statement) and C 

(Significant Contributions to Science). 

Since it is likely to have the greatest impact, we will begin with Section C and the writing of 

Significant Contributions to Science. Then we will consider the different styles you might use to write 

this section. Section A will also be covered, as this section can be used to reinforce the writing of Section 

C. 
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Part I: NIH Adjustments—The Black and 
White of Change 
 
SECTION C GUIDELINES

Strive to keep each description of your significant contributions to no more than half a page, 

including figures and citations. This succinct approach will help to hold the reviewer’s attention, and will 

also keep you within the 5-page limit for your Biographical Sketch. If you do not have the maximum 

of five examples to describe, you will have a measure of flexibility on this half-page limit. For each 

contribution, you are allowed to reference up to four peer-reviewed publications relevant to that specific 

contribution. If your science career has been in the private sector where peer-reviewed publications are 

not as emphasized as in academic science careers, white papers (which generally do not undergo the 

same level of peer-review as journal manuscripts) may be referenced here. You may also reference non-

publication research products, including audio or video products; patents; data and research materials; 

databases; educational aids or curricula; instruments or equipment; models; protocols; and software or 

NetWare relevant to the described contribution. Remember to observe the four-example limit for each 

specific contribution.

POINTS TO INCLUDE IN SECTION C

When writing this section, keep the following in mind:

1. What you consider to be your most significant contributions to science (these can be 

contributions to science in general, to a specific scientific discipline, or to a combination of 

general science and specific disciplines)

2. The background for the scientific question or problem you are highlighting in each contribution

3. A summary of the critical findings for each

4. How these findings were used to guide progress in addressing health-related problems or to 

advance technology

5. Your specific role in the described work
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EXAMPLES PROVIDED BY NIH

Below are three examples from the NIH. When reading through these examples, keep in mind the five 

“Points to Include in Section C,” noting how the authors address them in their descriptions. 

Example #1 Pre-doctoral Fellowship:

In this first example, since the author is at the beginning stage of a scientific career (still in graduate 

school), less than five examples are provided to illustrate the most significant contributions to science. 

However, by breaking the discussion into sub-sections (High School, Undergraduate, and Graduate 

research), each heading is used to illustrate a total of three examples.

C. Contributions to Science 

My contributions to science are organized to reflect the different research projects I have worked 

on to date: in high school, in college, and now in graduate school. 

I.  High School Research: I spent two summers doing research in the laboratory of Dr. Indira M. 

Creative at University of Hawaii, funded by a NIH Diversity Supplement award.  Dr. Creative 

has developed several new anti-fungal drugs that might protect against skin infections. Over the 

course of two summers I set up in vitro cultures of skin cell lines and conducted a wide range of 

toxicity assays. We were excited to find that one of the new agents showed almost no toxicity, 

even at fairly high doses. Dr. Creative is now testing the drug in animals exposed to different 

types of fungal infections, including Candida albinos.      

Abstracts 

Footman, B., Eisser, J.K., Robertson-Chang, L. and Creative, I.M. 1998.  Testing XXH for 

toxicity in vitro. Abstract for poster presentation, University of Hawaii Research Symposium, 

Manoa, HI. 

II. Undergraduate Research: I was part of a project in the laboratory of Dr. Xavier Factor at 

Swarthmore College. Dr. Factor’s laboratory studies the mechanisms of action of antibiotics. 

During my time in his lab I was looking at how a new antibiotic, Gen Y, is able to unravel 
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bacterial DNA. The work was particularly exciting because it looks like the mechanism used by 

Factor Y might be completely novel, making it a potential candidate for treating patients infected 

with antibiotic resistant organisms. Dr. Factor was recently awarded a patent for this new drug. 

Research papers  

Nieman, P.Y., Robertson-Chang, L., Pearson, K. and Factor, X. 2003. Gen Y: a novel antibiotic 

with DNA unwinding abilities.  Cell. Mol. Biol. 30: 25-30. 

Abstracts

Robertson-Chang, L. and Factor, X.  Testing the ability of antibiotic Gen Y to kill Gram-negative 

bacteria. Abstract for poster presentation. 2002. Antibiotica annual meeting, Denver, Colorado, 

September 2002. 

III. Graduate Research: My ongoing pre-doctorate research is focused on transcriptional gene 

regulation in Saccharomyces cerevisiae. I believe the results from my research will likely be 

highly relevant to human health as they will provide new details into the workings of complex 

biological systems, which will allow for further extrapolations into the development of certain 

diseases and their progression. I am currently developing a novel protocol for the purification for 

components of large transcription complexes which I hope to submit as a first author publication 

in the next few months.   

Research papers

Robertson-Chang L and Auguri, T. 2005.  A tandem affinity purification tag approach allows for 

isolation of interacting proteins in Saccharomyces cerevisiae. In preparation. 

Abstracts

Robertson-Chang L and Auguri, T. A tandem affinity purification tag approach allows for 

isolation of interacting proteins in Saccharomyces cerevisiae. Abstract for poster presentation, 

2004 Yeast Genetics and Molecular Biology Meeting, Seattle, Washington, September 2004.
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Notice that each example is followed by no more than four publications. The paragraph for each 

subsection includes the question being addressed, the findings, the author’s role in the work, and how the 

findings were used to advance science – all of which are listed in the Points to Include in Section C. 

It is also worth noting that having up to four peer-reviewed publications per example is not expected 

at this pre-doctoral stage; therefore, listing abstracts and manuscripts “in preparation” is perfectly 

acceptable. Providing a URL to a full list of your published work as found in a publicly available digital 

database such as SciENcv or My Bibliography is also not likely or expected in this case.

Example #2 Postdoctoral Fellowship: 

Similar to example #1 for the pre-doctoral fellowship, this author is still in a relatively early stage of 

a scientific career; while having five examples to illustrate those most significant contributions to science 

is possible, it still unlikely. 

By breaking the contributions into the sub-sections of Early Career (which includes undergraduate 

achievements), Graduate Career, and Postdoctoral Career, the applicant provides three significant 

contributions that enable a reviewer to track the candidate’s progress in a linear fashion.

C.  Contributions to Science 

My Contributions to Science are organized into three time periods: I. Early Career; II. Graduate 

Career; and III. Postdoctoral Career. 

I.  Early Career: My early career contributions were focused on applying my knowledge 

of structural engineering to improving the design and integrity of tensile structures. More 

specifically, I worked with a team of engineers at the IBeam Group to develop concrete with a 

higher tensile strength that could be utilized in large structures such as suspension bridges. My 

particular role in the project was to identify candidate polymers, determine the ultimate tensile 

strength of these polymers, and make recommendations as to which polymer would afford 

concrete the most structural integrity under various stresses. 
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Research papers

Lorentson, C., Robertson-Chang, L., Sauer, N., and Mehta, S. 2000. Use of high-tensile concrete 

in cantilevered structures. J. Applied Engineering 63, 413-424.  

Abstracts

Robertson-Chang, L. and Janessa, A.J. 1998. Redesigning the Golden Gate Bridge. Abstract for 

poster presentation, National Undergraduate Symposium on Science and Engineering, Baltimore, 

MD.  

II. Graduate Career: My graduate research contributions focused on transcriptional gene 

regulation in Saccharomyces cerevisiae. Results from my research were highly relevant as 

they provided new details into the workings of complex biological systems, and allowed for 

further extrapolations into the development of certain diseases and their progression. I originally 

developed a novel protocol for the purification for components of large protein complexes. A 

subsequent publication, in which I isolated and characterized a long sought after transcription 

complex, challenged a key paradigm of transcription elongation and was a featured article in a 

major journal.   

Research papers

Robertson-Chang L and Auguri, T. 2004. A tandem affinity purification tag approach allows for 

isolation of interacting proteins in Saccharomyces cerevisiae. Proc Natl Acad Sci U S A.  98, 

151-60. 

Robertson-Chang L, Schneider K, Chen M, Auguri T. 2006. Rapid Isolation and Characterization 

of the Most Novel Transcription Complex in Saccharomyces cerevisiae and its role in 

transcription elongation. Cell.  128, 770-9. 

Abstracts

Robertson-Chang L and Auguri, T. A tandem affinity purification tag approach allows for 

isolation of interacting proteins in Saccharomyces cerevisiae. Abstract for poster presentation, 

2004 Yeast Genetics and Molecular Biology Meeting, Seattle, Washington, September 2004. 
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Roberson-Chang L, Schneider K, Chen M, Auguri T. Rapid Isolation and Characterization of 

the Most Novel Transcription Complex in Saccharomyces cerevisiae and its role in transcription 

elongation. Oral presentation, 2006 CSHL Meeting on Mechanisms of Eukaryotic Transcription.  

Cold Spring Harbor, NY, August 2006.

III. Postdoctoral Career: As a postdoctoral fellow, my research has provided a compelling 

link between mutations arising in stress response proteins and the development of various 

autoimmune diseases in humans. Previous studies have shown dysregulation in the innate 

immune response lead to autoimmune diseases in humans. A few Rtc homologues have now 

been identified in humans and appear to play a role in the regulation of genes in the innate 

immune response. My research is focused on the transcriptional regulator Rtc from Drosophila 

melanogastor. I have shown that specific mutations affecting Rtc lead to disruptions in 

downstream gene regulation involved in the innate immune response.   

Research papers

Robertson-Chang, L., Yager, L.N., and Murray, G.C. 2007. Rtc is an essential component of the 

Drosophila innate immune response. Genetics 145, 884-891. 

Yao, M., Dionne, C.-F., Robertson-Chang, L., and Murray, G.C. 2007. Up-regulation of 

Drosophila innate immunity genes in response to stress.  Science 304, 1754-1756.

Robertson-Chang, L., Cescaloo, Q., and Murray, G.C. 2008. Structural analysis of Drosophila 

Rtc. In preparation.  

Reviews

Robertson-Chang, L. and Murray, G.C. 2006. Stress, flies, and videotape: the Drosophila stress 

response. Ann. Rev. Physiol. 346, 223-245. 

Complete List of Published Work in MyBibliography:

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/sites/myncbi/collections/public/1tay8xsxteXIw5R2StTcjhq5X/?sort

=date&direction=ascending

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/sites/myncbi/collections/public/1tay8xsxteXIw5R2StTcjhq5X/?sort=date&direction=ascending
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Notice again that each example is followed by no more than four publications. Having peer-reviewed 

publications at this career stage is expected for graduate and postdoctoral studies. If there are less than 

four peer-reviewed publications per example, listing abstracts and manuscripts “in preparation” is 

expected, as is providing a URL to a full list of your published work in SciENcv or in My Bibliography. 

Example #3 Principal Investigator: 

In this final example provided by the NIH, the applicant is more experienced, with up to four 

publications supporting each narrative.

C. Contribution to Science 

1. My early publications directly addressed the fact that substance abuse is often overlooked 

in older adults. However, because many older adults were raised during an era of increased 

drug and alcohol use, there are reasons to believe that this will become an increasing issue as 

the population ages. These publications found that older adults appear in a variety of primary 

care settings or seek mental health providers to deal with emerging addiction problems. 

These publications document this emerging problem but guide primary care providers and 

geriatric mental health providers to recognize symptoms, assess the nature of the problem 

and apply the necessary interventions. By providing evidence and simple clinical approaches, 

this body of work has changed the standards of care for addicted older adults and will 

continue to provide assistance in relevant medical settings well into the future. I served as the 

primary investigator or co-investigator in all of these studies. 

a. Gryczynski, J., Shaft, B.M., Merryle, R., & Hunt, M.C. (2002). Community based  

      participatory research with late-life addicts. American Journal of Alcohol and Drug  

      Abuse, 15(3), 222-238.

b. Shaft, B.M., Hunt, M.C., Merryle, R., & Venturi, R. (2003). Policy implications of  

      genetic transmission of alcohol and drug abuse in female nonusers. International Journal  

      of Drug Policy, 30(5), 46-58.

c. Hunt, M.C., Marks, A.E., Shaft, B.M., Merryle, R., & Jensen, J.L. (2004). Early-life  

      family and community characteristics and late-life substance abuse. Journal of Applied  

      Gerontology, 28(2),26-37.
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      d.   Hunt, M.C., Marks, A.E., Venturi, R., Crenshaw, W. & Ratonian, A. (2007).  

            Community-based intervention strategies for reducing alcohol and drug abuse in the  

            elderly.  Addiction, 104(9), 1436-1606. PMCID: PMC9000292

2. In addition to the contributions described above, with a team of collaborators, I directly  

      documented the effectiveness of various intervention models for older substance abusers  

      and demonstrated the importance of social support networks. These studies emphasized  

      contextual factors in the etiology and maintenance of addictive disorders and the  

      disruptive potential of networks in substance abuse treatment. This body of work also  

      discusses the prevalence of alcohol, amphetamine, and opioid abuse in older adults and  

      how networking approaches can be used to mitigate the effects of these disorders.   

 

            a.   Hunt, M.C., Merryle, R. & Jensen, J.L. (2005). The effect of social support networks  

                  on morbidity among elderly substance abusers. Journal of the American Geriatrics  

                 Society, 57(4), 15-23.

            b.   Hunt, M.C., Pour, B., Marks, A.E., Merryle, R. & Jensen, J.L. (2005). Aging out of  

                  methadone treatment. American Journal of Alcohol and Drug Abuse, 15(6), 134-149. 

 c.   Merryle, R. & Hunt, M.C. (2007). Randomized clinical trial of cotinine in older  

                 nicotine addicts. Age and Ageing, 38(2), 9-23. PMCID: PMC9002364

      3.   Methadone maintenance has been used to treat narcotics addicts for many years  

            but I led research that has shown that over the long-term, those in methadone treatment  

            view themselves negatively and they gradually begin to view treatment as an intrusion  

            into normal life. Elderly narcotics users were shown in carefully constructed  

            ethnographic studies to be especially responsive to tailored social support networks that  

            allow them to eventually reduce their maintenance doses and move into other forms of  

            therapy. These studies also demonstrate the policy and commercial implications  

            associated with these findings.

   

 a.   Hunt, M.C. & Jensen, J.L. (2003). Morbidity among elderly substance abusers.  

                  Journal of the Geriatrics, 60(4), 45-61.

 b.   Hunt, M.C. & Pour, B. (2004). Methadone treatment and personal assessment.  

                  Journal Drug Abuse, 45(5), 15-26. 
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 c.   Merryle, R. & Hunt, M.C. (2005). The use of various nicotine delivery systems by  

                  older nicotine addicts. Journal of Ageing, 54(1), 24-41. PMCID: PMC9112304

 d.   Hunt, M.C., Jensen, J.L. & Merryle, R. (2008). The aging addict: ethnographic  

                  profiles of the elderly drug user.  NY, NY: W. W. Norton & Company. 

Complete List of Published Work in MyBibliography:  http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/sites/myncbi/

collections/public/1PgT7IEFIAJBtGMRDdWFmjWAO/?sort=date&direction=ascending).

 

With this example, there is clearly more emphasis on the contributions of discovery that are relevant 

to the field in which support is being sought. Nevertheless, the question being addressed, the findings, 

the author’s role in the work, and how the findings were used to advance science are all described. 

Although the maximum of five examples is not provided, the subsections clearly delineate three 

contributions.

These examples demonstrate a basic approach to addressing Section C; they effectively take into 

account where the applicants are in their scientific careers as well as their level of experience. Somewhat 

like the picture on a black and white television screen, these three examples illustrate how your 

Contributions to Science can be focused and clearly presented as they provide the “black and white” 

facts of your work. 

The two examples below vary slightly in format from the new biosketch Section C, but they 

illustrate additional ways to describe a significant contribution. The five “Points to Include in Section C” 

(listed on pages 9 and 18) are re-printed here and then bolded and numbered in superscript in the text to 

make it easier to identify where they were applied.  

Note that both of these examples effectively incorporated the elements from the “Points to Include.” 

Also note that, although the second example is written more as a narrative (story) than the first, they are 

both written primarily in an expository (fact-driven/scientific) style.

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/sites/myncbi/collections/public/1PgT7IEFIAJBtGMRDdWFmjWAO/?sort=date&direction=ascending
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/sites/myncbi/collections/public/1PgT7IEFIAJBtGMRDdWFmjWAO/?sort=date&direction=ascending


How to Craft an Effective NIH Biosketch Using These Award-Winning Writing Styles

Principal Investigators Association | www.principalinvestigators.org 18

TIPS FOR WRITING THE NEW SECTION C

     When writing this section, keep the following in mind:

1. What you consider to be your most significant contributions to science (these can be 
contributions to science in general, to a specific scientific discipline, or to a combination of 
general science and specific disciplines)

2. The background for the scientific question or problem you are highlighting in each contribution
3. A summary of the critical findings for each
4. How these findings were used to guide progress in addressing health-related problems or to 

advance technology
5. Your specific role in the described work 

Example # 1 (Ph.D. in 1999, assistant professor in 2006) 

This first example comes from the Director’s Pioneer Award program funded by the National 

Institute of Neurological Disorders and Stroke. 

Description of the Pl’s Most Significant Research Accomplishment: 

(1)My most significant single research accomplishment has been to define and identify the 

basic mechanism underlying the establishment of neurovascular congruency [1]. (2)Proper 

function of precisely wired neural circuits depends on a close physical and functional 

relationship with an equally complex and overlapping network of blood vessels. The brain 

is more dependent than any other organ on a continuous supply of oxygen and nutrients 

from blood vessels, and is protected from toxins and pathogens by its vascular network. 

Nerves, in turn, control blood vessel dilation and contraction, as well as heart rate. Key to 

this functional interdependence is an extraordinarily tight physical association between 

neurons and endothelial cells. In the periphery, blood vessels and nerves often run in 

parallel, a phenomenon that had been recognized 500 years ago by Vesalius and termed 

neurovascular congruency. In the brain, neural and vascular cells form a functionally 

integrated network called the neurovascular unit that regulates vital physiological 

functions. Despite the importance of this intimate relationship, how the nervous and 

vascular systems become closely aligned during development remains a mystery.
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When we initiated our study, the prevailing view of how nerves and blood vessels develop into 

a congruent pattern was a “one patterns the other” model. In this model, either the nervous or 

vascular system precedes the other in development and then instructs the second system to 

form by using the already established architecture as a template. However, the limited evidence 

supporting this model came from studies of relatively simple planar structures (such as skin). 

We suspected that the “one patterns the other” model is perhaps not precise enough to serve as 

a general mechanism to govern the establishment of neurovascular congruency in all tissues, 

especially where more complex neurovascular associations and spatially restricted three  

dimensional structures exist. 

(5)To challenge this dogma, we used a mouse genetic approach to examine the dependency 

of nerve and vessel patterning by changing the patterning of one system and observing the 

patterning of the other system, and vice versa. We discovered in the mouse whisker pad that 

nerves and vessels form a stereotypic “double ring” structure around each whisker follicle, with 

an inner nerve ring forming first and an exterior vessel ring second. The “one patterns the other” 

model of neurovascular congruency would predict that the nerve rings attract surrounding blood 

vessels to establish the double ring structure. However, to our surprise, in mutant mice lacking 

trigeminal neurons and therefore lacking nerve rings, we found completely normal vessel ring 

formation(1). Likewise, in mutant mice with deformed vessel rings, we found normal nerve 

ring formation. This rigorous set of genetic studies definitively demonstrated that neurovascular 

congruency in the whisker pad does not occur via a “one patterns the other” model, but rather 

through an independent mechanism. We found that nerves and vessels respond to a common 

guidance cue emanating from the center of each whisker pad, and their differential response 

determines their inner vs. outer ring positions. (3)This finding highlights the importance of our 

previous findings that common guidance cues are used to forge networks of the nervous 

and vascular systems, and now also are responsible for their congruent patterning. 

What is the logic for having two different principles establishing the neurovascular congruency 

in terms of their functions? In the case of a target tissue with a planar structure or during 

pathfinding before reaching a target, the “one patterns the other” model allows for the parallel 

trajectories of nerves and vessels, independent of their position relative to their surroundings. 

However, in target tissues with complex three-dimensional structures, the precise trio 

architecture of nerves, vessels and target tissues becomes functionally relevant. 
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The independent/or coordinate patterning model enables the target tissue to act as a central 

organizer to control the coordinated development of multiple tissue subcomponents. Given 

the diversity of neurovascular structures in various tissues, local signals provided by a 

central organizer within specific target tissues may be a major mechanism used to establish 

neurovascular congruency patterns that facilitate target tissue function. (4)The genetic approach 

we used in this study to selectively manipulate one system at a time could be a powerful 

approach to probe the neurovascular interactions in the CNS. 

1. Oh, W., Gu, C., (2013) Establishment of neurovascular congruency in the mouse whisker 

system by an independent patterning mechanism. Neuron. 80(2):458-469. PMC Journal - In 

Process. 

Example # 2 (Ph.D. in 2001, associate professor in 2012) 

This example comes from the Director’s Pioneer Award program funded by the National Institute of 

General Medical Sciences.  

Single most significant publication: 

Qin, Y., Dittmer, P.O., Park, J.G., Jansen, K.B., Palmer. A.E., Steady state and dynamic 

measurements of endoplasmic reticulum and Golgi Zn2 using genetically encoded sensors, Proc. 

Natl. Acad. Sci. U S A, 2011, 108(18):7351-6. PMID: 21502528.

(2)Zinc has been documented to influence many cellular processes, including proliferation, 

differentiation, and apoptosis. Yet the precise concentration of accessible zinc, its spatial 

distribution, and whether zinc levels are dynamic have been key unresolved questions which 

impede dissection of the molecular mechanism(s) by which zinc regulates cell biology. When 

my lab began investigations of cellular metal homeostasis the field was limited by the dearth 

of appropriate tools to interrogate metal ion availability and distribution within living cells in 

a quantitative manner, because the probes that existed at the time were incapable of providing 

insight into the spatial variability and localization of specific metal ions. Yet such probes are 

absolutely essential to address even the most basic questions about cellular metal homeostasis.  
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(5)The paper highlighted above demonstrates my overall approach to research that will 

tackle important questions not being addressed by other groups and develop new and 

needed technology to address these questions. 

(1)In this paper we developed two new genetically encoded sensors for zinc based on Forster 

resonance energy transfer (FRET) that enabled quantitative measurement of free zinc in 

distinct locations for the first time. At the time, a handful of studies had utilized fluorescent 

sensors to measure cytosolic zinc, but the estimates of free/accessible zinc spanned three orders 

of magnitude. It was unclear whether these differences reflected real differences in the biology 

of different cells, or whether they resulted from differences in the probes or artifacts in the 

associated measurements. Moreover, there were no quantitative estimates of the amount of 

free zinc in intracellular organelles, and hence the overall distribution of zinc at the subcellular 

level was a complete mystery. In particular, it was not clear whether organelles contained labile 

zinc and if so how these zinc pools influence organelle function. Yet defining where zinc is 

located, whether it translocates from one place to another in response to stimuli, and how zinc 

flux influences cellular processes is a fundamental part of elucidating how cells regulate and are 

influenced by this essential metal ion.  

As part of this study we created new high affinity zinc sensors and targeted them to the cytosol 

and lumen of the ER and Golgi. We demonstrated that the cytosolic free zinc concentration in 

Hela cells is 100 pM, helping to resolve the controversy over the physiological range of zinc. 

More importantly, our study revealed for the first time that the ER and Golgi contain a small but 

measurable pool of free zinc that is 100-fold lower than the cytosol. In addition to containing a 

pool of zinc, we demonstrated that these organelles sequester cytosolic zinc, providing the first 

direct evidence that organelles can modulate zinc transients in the cytosol. (3)Thus, these new 

genetically targeted sensors have opened up the possibility of identifying potential sources 

of zinc by elucidating which organelles contain metal pools, and for discovering sinks for 

zinc in cells that may be targets of dynamic zinc regulation. 

In the course of this work we discovered an exciting and novel connection between zinc 

dynamics and calcium signaling. In particular, we showed that elevation of cytosolic calcium, 

either by influx across the plasma membrane or release from the ER, led to mobilization of ER 

zinc. Intriguingly, the converse was also true, that elevation of cytosolic zinc led to release of 
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ER calcium. These discoveries wouldn’t have been possible without our repertoire of genetically 

targeted sensors for calcium and zinc that maintain strict specificity for their respective target 

ions. The discovery that calcium signaling can mobilize organellar zinc revealed a previously 

unidentified connection between canonical signaling and metal dynamics, and suggested 

that metal dynamics have the potential to profoundly influence cell physiology by impacting 

signaling pathways. 

Importantly, because transition metal ions are buffered at a much lower level than other 

divalent ions such as calcium and magnesium, in this paper we pioneered the development of 

analytical approaches to rigorously quantify zinc in the cytosol and in organelles, and establish 

methodology for assessing whether sensors perturb the cellular ion pool. In particular, we 

measured the Kd of the sensor both in cells and in vitro, we measured the free zinc concentration 

as a function of sensor concentration to assess whether increasing concentrations of sensors lead 

to perturbation of the zinc pool, and we demonstrated the use of multiple sensors with different 

Kd to “bookend” estimates of free zinc. (4)These contributions provide a robust framework for 

how to use FRET sensors for systematic quantitative measurements in living cells and in 

explicit organelles.

These examples demonstrate a basic approach to addressing Section C; they effectively take into 

account where the applicants are in their scientific careers, as well as their levels of experience. Like 

the clear picture on a black and white television screen, these three examples illustrate how your 

Contributions to Science can be focused and clearly presented as they provide the “black and white” 

facts of your work. 

However, with so much competition for the limited funding available today, are there ways to 

make your Contributions to Science stand out even more? Given the guidelines provided by NIH, are 

there ways to make the discussion of your contributions so exceptional that reviewers are compelled to 

respond positively? In the sections below, different styles of writing will be discussed to help you more 

effectively use the opportunity provided in Section C to showcase your contributions.
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Part II: Adding Color to Your Contributions 
to Science (Section C)

CHANGE: THE CHALLENGE, THE OPPORTUNITY AND THE OPTIONS

The new Biosketch contains significant changes, and these changes do present challenges. However, 

the challenges provide opportunity as well.

 

The Challenge: To Use the New Format in the Most Effective Way 

While a focused black and white picture can be effective and certainly has its place, how might you 

add “color” – unique dimension and appeal – to your descriptions in Section C?  

Can the new NIH Biosketch changes provide that opportunity? 

According to Dr. Dorothy Lewis, professor of Internal Medicine and Infectious Diseases at the 

University of Texas Health Science Center, the answer is a clear “Yes.” Dr. Lewis has an almost 30-year 

history of writing grant applications and teaches grant writing to graduate students, postdoctoral fellows 

and young investigators. She also serves as Chair of the mentoring program for the Center for AIDS 

Research (CFAR), and is a grant reviewer for Bioscience Writers.

The Opportunity: To Give a More Complete Picture Of Yourself and Your Work

In a recent webinar (hosted by Principal Investigators Association) entitled “New NIH Biosketch 

Format: The Keys to Writing a Compelling Scientific Narrative” (see https://principalinvestigators.org/

product/new-nih-biosketch/), Dr. Lewis emphasized that the new NIH format allows you to “tell a much 

more complete story about your work and your impact.” What is the most effective way to do that?  

 

https://principalinvestigators.org/product/new-nih-biosketch/
https://principalinvestigators.org/product/new-nih-biosketch/
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The Option: To Write Your Contributions to Science (Section C) as a Narrative

After isolating Section C as the area requiring the most adjustment, Dr. Lewis states, “My belief is 

this section should be written as a narrative.” To write Section C as a narrative is not required by NIH, of 

course; Dr. Lewis simply suggests this approach as an option.  

However, she does not offer that suggestion without sound reason or justification. Among other 

observations offered, she points out that a narrative voice “will convey the story, will make the reader 

interested in the story of you. It captures your personality, your emotion, your passion for the science that 

you do. You can do that in this contribution.”  

Coming from an accomplished scientist who is also a seasoned reviewer, this is counsel worth 

considering. 

However, the concept of using narratives to communicate science is not new; it is not a frivolous 

notion or the product of individual opinion. Solid research supports the unique effectiveness of narratives 

(stories) in conveying information. 

In 2004, for instance, Daniel T. Willingham, PhD., a professor of cognitive psychology and 

neuroscience at the University of Virginia highlighted the power of stories. 

In an article written for the American Federation of Teachers he states, “Research from the last 30 

years shows that stories are indeed special. Stories are easy to comprehend and easy to remember (not 

only when you hear them, but also when you try to remember them later), and that’s true not just because 

people pay close attention to stories; there is something inherent in the story format that makes them easy 

to understand and remember.”  

Dr. Willingham goes on to point out that stories are not just fun, that our minds treat stories 

differently than other types of material. As a result, “People find material presented in story format more 

engaging than if presented in expository text, no matter the topic,” he concludes.  
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Given these scientifically verified findings – that stories are easy to comprehend, easy to remember, 

and more engaging than expository (fact-oriented) writing no matter the topic – fashioning your 

contributions into a narrative becomes a viable option worthy of serious consideration. 

However, this option provides its own challenges, especially for scientists. 

 

The Challenge: To Learn a New Style of Writing 

Despite recommending the use of narratives, Dr. Lewis admits, “The problem is, most of us scientists 

have never written in this style.” To move away from the one style most scientists are used to (expository 

writing that is fact-driven and devoid of emotion or opinion) can be quite uncomfortable.  

If not overcome, however, such discomfort can leave an individual clinging to a status quo even 

when the status quo is not working or the change is an obvious improvement. The key to overcoming this 

discomfort is to recognize the opportunity that accompanies it.

The Opportunity: To Distinguish Your Contributions with an Engaging Narrative

Once again, the key to taking full advantage of an opportunity lies in identifying and understanding 

your options; thus, the key to an exceptional presentation of your Contributions to Science lies in 

identifying and understanding your writing style options. 

The Option:  To Choose the Most Effective Style of Writing for Section C

There are four basic styles of writing: expository, narrative, persuasive, and descriptive.  

Choosing the most effective style requires an understanding of each style and its purpose. 
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1. Expository Style: 

This style is the one traditionally used to communicate scientific material – the scientific “default” 

style. It is used to inform, to explain, to teach. Points to remember about this style: 

• It explains or reveals.

• It provides facts and figures.

• It does not express emotion or personal opinion.

2. Narrative Style: 

This style seeks to connect events and convey them in the most engaging and effective way possible 

in an effort to draw the reader into the world of the story. It is characterized by the use of the basic story 

elements: introduction, plot, characters, setting, climax, and conclusions. Points to remember:

• It tells a story using basic story elements. 

• It has a definite and logical beginning, intervals, and an ending.

• It seeks to “draw in” and engage the reader.

Additionally, use of this style often requires a “backstory”: events that are important to know, that 

happened prior to the events now being presented. 

To organize material for a narrative the writer first identifies individual story elements and then 

connects these elements in a logical, meaningful way. 

3. Persuasive Style: 

The purpose of this style is to convince. It seeks to obtain agreement on a viewpoint or a course of 

action. It is often characterized by language appealing to emotion. Points to keep in mind:

• It takes a firm stand or expresses strong conviction.

• It often  makes generous use of the personal pronouns: “our,” “we,” “us”.

• It seeks a response of support, commitment, or action. 
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Among the more popular techniques/methods used to persuade:

• repetition

• presentation of reasons (why or why not)

• consistency— gets reader to agree on a point upfront, then builds on it

• social proof of validity 

• comparison 

• prognostication (“If this issue is not addressed…”)

• the urging to become part of something big/important

• appeal to emotion

• addressing objections proactively

• appeal to authority (cites experts, famous people who agree)

• storytelling (a story that supports)

Although this style may use one or more of these methods to appeal to emotion, empathy, or basic 

human morality, its purpose is ultimately to obtain support or agreement.

4. Descriptive Style: 

This style focuses on describing a person, place or event in detail; it is characterized by figurative 

language and imagery and the generous use of descriptive adjectives and adverbs. Points to remember:

• It describes in a detailed manner.

• It helps a reader to “visualize”— to see, feel, hear, taste, or smell. 

• It is often used in poetic writing.

Often considered the “spice” of styles, it is used to add extra “flavor” to writing. When space or word 

total is limited, however, being concise becomes an obvious priority and use of the descriptive style is 

generally first to be limited. Considering the biosketch format, use of the descriptive style will likely be 

minimal. Nonetheless, an example of this style will be included below for comparison.
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To briefly illustrate the use of these four styles, the format suggested in the NIH Example #2 for a 

postdoctoral fellowship above will be used. The subject matter for these examples will be the health-

related topic of death following head-related injuries sustained while playing soccer. 

A description in the Expository Style for an (I) Early Career applicant might read: 

My undergraduate project was to determine if a single blow to the head from a soccer ball could 

cause death. I devised a formula of equivalence, aligning the force per square inch of contact 

to the effect of hitting a stationary hollow door at varying speeds. For my outstanding work, I 

received a National Achievement Award and was awarded the top individual prize out of 6,920 

entries that year. I was given a full scholarship to KC State for graduate studies to continue this 

project. I worked with Dr. A. May Zing of Biomedical Research at KCS for the next two years. 

Although my original formula failed to determine conclusively the force sufficient to cause death, 

a follow-on question was raised as to whether such blows could have a long-term cumulative 

effect. By refining my formula, Dr. Zing and I developed a computer program to extrapolate 

the cumulative effects. Ultimately, the conclusion was reached that these effects are likely more 

devastating than previously theorized, due to (1) slow-dissolving hematomas, and (2) permanent 

damage done to neural pathways. How long it may take for this damage to become permanent is 

a question now being studied by Dr. Zing.

This expository example is similar in style to the NIH Example #3 above (although additional and 

more specific facts might well be included in an actual description).

To write this same description in the Narrative Style, the applicant might write:  

Blows to the head by a soccer ball may result in death. My undergraduate project was to create a 

“formula of equivalence”— a formula that would measure the force per square inch that a soccer 

ball would deliver as it moved through the air at varying speeds and then struck a stationary 

target. Once I was finally able to develop an accurate formula, I was amazed to learn how 

much force a soccer ball carries— even at lower speeds. Although I was unable to conclusively 

determine if a single blow was sufficient to cause death, it was clear from my research that it 

could cause injury. My inconclusive results left me wondering if death might be caused by some 

sort of “cumulative effect” from the scores of blows a player receives over time. When I received 
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a National Achievement Award and was given the top individual prize as well— a scholarship 

to KC State— I continued this work as a graduate student with the accomplished Dr. A. May 

Zing. Over the next two years, we refined my formula and developed a computer program 

to extrapolate the long-term cumulative effects. Eventually we concluded that these effects 

are likely more devastating than originally thought, due to slow-dissolving hematomas and 

permanent damage done to neural pathways. Dr. Zing is now studying the question of just when 

damage to the neural pathways most likely becomes permanent.

A related story presented in the Persuasive Style (using “reasons why,” “prognostication”, and 

“appeal to emotion,” from the methods listed above) might be illustrated: 

Thousands of children and teens in the United States play contact sports that frequently involve 

blows to the head; each year hundreds suffer mild-to-severe concussions.  Approximately 50 die 

following a head-related injury received while playing one of these contact sports. Despite some 

supporting evidence, debate continues as to whether most concussions have serious and/or lasting 

effects; deaths following injury are still believed by many to have been caused by additional 

factors- perhaps a number of factors- rather than by a single blow to the head. Obviously this 

issue has not received sufficient attention by medical research. In a recent study, 92% of parents 

polled whose children have played a contact sport for five or more years stated that if it was 

“scientifically proven” these blows cause lasting, permanent or deadly injury, they would remove 

their child from the sport. In the meantime, lives are involved- often very young lives- and even 

one death is one too many. The needless death of a young son, daughter or friend is a devastating 

loss, so time is of the essence. The proven experimental effects, as well as an accurate level of 

risk assessment concerning these injuries, must be definitively determined through solid research 

and experimental data. To address this, I developed a “formula of equivalence”— a  formula that 

would measure the force per square inch that a soccer ball would deliver as it moved through the 

air at varying speeds and then struck a stationary target. Although I was unable to conclusively 

determine if a single blow was sufficient to cause death, it was clear from my research that it 

could cause injury. 
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Finally, an example of the Descriptive Style of writing might be:  

Imagine sitting in the cool autumn evening, the smell of burning leaves and over-cooked hotdogs 

mingling in the crisp night air. The soccer teams wait anxiously under the bright lights of the 

home team field. This is the championship match, the battle the two long-standing rivals have 

waited for. Slowly the official raises his hand and blows his whistle long and hard. All at once, 

people seem to be running from every direction. Then, as if it was happening in slow motion, a 

player is being given CPR by some middle-aged man wearing a brown baseball cap. After what 

seems like a lifetime, an ambulance pulls onto the field, and the player is carefully lifted onto the 

stretcher. Did the player die? Can a soccer ball blow to the head really kill you? In my attempt to 

answer this question, I developed a “formula of equivalence”— a formula that measures the force 

per square inch that a soccer ball would deliver as it moved through the air at varying speeds and 

then struck a stationary target. Although I was unable to conclusively determine if a single blow 

was sufficient to cause death, it was clear from my research that it could cause injury.

Consideration of these different styles of writing shows how writing styles are purpose-driven; 

therefore, a writing style is chosen to help accomplish the purpose of the writing. Thus, one uses the 

expository style to “expose” (convey) facts; the narrative style to tell a meaningful story, the persuasive 

style to convince; and the descriptive style to describe or detail. 

How can this knowledge help you?  Unless you have just one purpose and one purpose only to your 

writing— which is actually quite rare— you might consider using a combination of styles to showcase 

your significant contributions to science.  

To illustrate the purpose and the effectiveness of doing so, consider the four basic adjustments for a 

color television: 

• Brightness

• Contrast

• Color

• Sharpness 
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As we know, these four adjustments do not create the picture, they simply enhance it.  Making use of 

them does not change the image, it merely changes the presentation of the image.

And although each adjustment has a specific purpose— to adjust the brightness, the contrast, the 

color, or the sharpness— they are generally used together (in some combination) to bring the picture into 

focus and make it more distinct.

In a similar way, writing styles do not create the science; they do change the science, but only the 

way in which it is presented.  Each style has its own purpose— to give facts, to connect points in a 

meaningful way, to persuade, or to describe— but together (in some combination), they can be used to 

enhance the science, to bring the significance of the science into focus.

Therefore, to present the clearest, most focused picture of your work and its significance, you might 

consider using a combination of writing styles. Note once again, however, that limited space puts the 

priority on being concise, so use of the descriptive writing style is limited as well. 
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Part III: Adding Color to Your Personal  
Statement (Section A)

Finally, how might you be able to apply the options available for Section C to your Personal 

Statement (part A) as well?

In Section A, you will describe the factors that make you perfect for the project proposal. Your 

training and experience, any previous work on the proposal topic or related topics, and any technical 

expertise may be included. Highlight how you have performed as a scientist in this and in related fields.  

If you choose to use a narrative style for this section, these factors can quite easily be put into an 

effective story; organized by time or by topic of research, for instance, a thoughtful development of your 

professional story to this point in your career can engage the reviewer and initiate a supportive reaction.  

 

Keep in mind that Section A is also the place to mention any life issues (for example, having a baby 

or caring for a sick relative) that resulted in a gap in your research, training, or study.  

Once thoughtfully considered, you may be able to use such a gap to your advantage. Think about 

the things you took the time to do during that gap, and highlight their value to perhaps your continued 

professional development, your enthusiasm, or your determination to return to your field. 

For example, a researcher who chose an indefinite leave of absence to care for a sick relative might 

write: 

When my father-in-law became seriously ill in 2005, I took a leave of absence and cared for him 

until he died last year. During this time I kept in close touch with my team who assigned me to 

read previous work and study any knowledge gaps, so that when I was able to re-join them we 

could begin this second series of experiments on the comparative damage done to the DNA of 

young box turtles fed a diet of either (1) irradiated crickets, or (2) wild strawberries exposed to 

moderate-to-heavy doses of pesticides.  
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Funding gaps may also be explained in Section A. As with research gaps for life issues, try to 

frame funding gaps in a positive light, perhaps pointing to such results as team resilience, personal 

determination to continue research, or valuable lessons learned.

The style(s) you use for writing Section C may affect the style and tone of Section A— you will 

want to display a consistency in overall tone by conveying a similar level of enthusiasm, commitment 

and excitement about your work.

WRITING SECTIONS C AND A: 10 THINGS TO REMEMBER ABOUT WRITING STYLE:

     (1)  The NIH has not dictated the use one particular style of writing.

While this leaves many in science and medicine tempted to resort to the “default style” of expository 

writing, it is important to know and understand— and  consider— the  options available to you. 

To make effective use of your options and take advantage of the opportunities this new NIH format 

affords you, it is important to do two things: 

• Evaluate your own level of enthusiasm: analyze what you really want, why you want it, and how 

bad you want it. 

• Determine the best way to express that enthusiasm: choose the style (or combination of styles) of 

writing that you feel will enable you to most effectively convey your level of commitment to the 

research subject at hand.

     (2)  Regardless of writing style, each significant contribution should include  
            the five points listed in “Points to Include in Section C.”  

1. What you consider to be your most significant contributions to science. These can be 

contributions to science in general, to a specific scientific discipline, or to a combination of 

general science and specific disciplines

2. The background for the scientific question or problem you are highlighting in each contribution

3. A summary of the critical findings for each
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4. How these findings were used to guide progress in addressing health-related problems or to 

advance technology

5. Your specific role in the described work

     (3)  Style is purpose-driven. 

Consider carefully what you want your writing to accomplish, and make writing choices accordingly.

Also keep in mind that the primary purpose of a grant application is to obtain funding for your 

research; your writing— especially in Sections C and A— should reflect your level of commitment to 

that purpose. The style of writing you choose can do much to accomplish this purpose as well.

     (4)  Expository writing is fact-driven, devoid of emotion and personal opinion.

Expository writing lends itself to clarity and showcases the science itself, making it easy to express 

empirical data and experimental results.

However, using the expository style to highlight your contributions to science is more challenging. 

Why? 

• By definition, describing or defending what you believe to be your most significant contributions 

requires the input of your opinion (and possibly a level of emotion). Using a writing style devoid 

of personal opinion to express opinion creates obvious difficulty.  

• The difficulty of using a detached style of writing to connect with reviewers is equally obvious.

•  Although it is important to do so, it can be hard to draw attention to the ways you have 

legitimately done outstanding work, made important discoveries, or won exclusive awards, 

without sounding boastful. When expressed in expository style, personal expressions showcasing 

or recommending one’s own work can come across as stilted and forced, even insincere or un-

invested. The overall risk of a negative reaction from reviewers is significant.

As a result of these difficulties, it can be tempting to “play it safe,” and essentially just re-write the 

science. However, this too risks a negative reaction from reviewers; it also tends to leave applicants 

themselves feeling they are simply being subjected to some tedious drill in redundancy, to the 
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unnecessary chore of filling out multiple pages with meaningless verbiage (“fluff”). Such resentment 

can spill over and negatively affect how the applicant mentally approaches the rest of the application 

process. 

     (5)  Narrative writing assigns story elements and connects them in a  
            meaningful way.

Research supports that our minds treat stories differently than other types of material, that there is 

something inherent in the story format that makes them easy to understand and easy to remember. This 

makes their use a uniquely effective tool.  

As Dr. Willingham (quoted earlier) phrases it, “People find material presented in story (narrative) 

format more engaging than if presented in expository text, no matter the topic.” 

     (6)  Persuasive writing seeks to connect and then convince.

The purpose of this writing style suggests one obvious use: to first connect with reviewers, and 

then to persuade them to support your research. In contrast to expository writing, persuasive writing is 

characterized by its use of numerous techniques designed to rouse emotion and opinion to the point of 

taking action.

     (7)  A combination of styles offers unique flexibility.

The four separate writing styles might be compared to the four basic adjustment settings for color 

television— each setting serves a limited and unique purpose, yet when used in various combinations, 

they have the ability to present a colorful, clear, and focused picture.

Similarly, each writing style has its own limited and unique purpose, yet when they are thoughtfully 

used in various combinations, they can likewise present a colorful, clear and focused description— a 

striking “picture” of the scientist’s significant contributions.
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     (8)  Writing style affects tone.

The tone of your writing is especially important to consider because it is one of the primary factors 

determining the level of engagement reviewers are likely to show.

• Expository writing by its nature sets a consistently cool, removed tone. 

• Narrative writing is flexible regarding tone— it is generally easy to adjust or change.

• Persuasive writing often sets a warm tone, attempting to win readers over to a position; it can, 

however, be driven somewhat by the nature of the argument being presented.

• Descriptive writing is generally neutral in tone, but it can be used to help in setting a tone or in 

supporting an existing one.

     (9)  Writing style does not affect the science.

The style you choose to highlight your contributions to science does not affect the science itself— it 

cannot make your work any more or less scientific. It is simply a means to present or draw attention to 

the science.

Therefore, it may help to view Sections C and A of your application as opportunities to connect with 

reviewers in order to convince them to read (and then hopefully support) your science.

     (10)  ALL writing styles must be clear, focused and well-organized.   

Regardless of the style chosen, all writing must be logical, clear, concise, and grammatically 

correct— no style allows for the lowering of this standard. 
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Part IV: Make Your Writing Concise

For both Section C and Section A, space is limited, so it is important that you make your writing as 

concise as possible.

To be concise, all extraneous and repetitive words, phrases, clauses, and even sentences must be 

removed without sacrificing clarity or essential detail. 

Being concise can reduce length and at the same time increase comprehension. However, 

conciseness is not a synonym for brevity; a long description may still be concise, a short one may be too 

wordy. Concise writing does not always have the fewest words, but it should always have the strongest 

words.  

There are several ways to make your writing concise:

     (1)  Identify and Eliminate Casual Words or Phrases

Casual words or phrases are inappropriate in scientific writing and grant applications and should be 

eliminated. Some examples: 

Quite a few

Sort of

Fairly

Interestingly

In a sense

Rather

As a matter of fact

By the way 
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     (2)  Identify and Delete Informal Phrases

Though not considered casual, informal phrases still signal a familiarity that is generally not 

appropriate for a grant proposal; eliminate these as well. Some examples: 

It is of interest to note

In a sense

Interestingly

That said

As already mentioned

Draw your attention to the fact that

Needless to say

It goes without saying

You no doubt agree that

     (3)  Limit Intensifiers 

Intensifiers are adverbs that are used to emphasize degree. 

Intensifiers can appropriately be used for emphasis, but they are easily abused. Eliminate those that 

do not make an obvious contribution.  

Very

Numerous

Many

Clearly

Basically

Quite

Most

Absolutely

Completely
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     (4)  Reduce or Replace Wordy Phrases  

A wordy phrase is technically called a circumlocution: “the use of an unnecessarily large number 

of words to express an idea or describe a meaning.” Shorten the phrase or look for a more concise 

equivalent.

Circumlocution Replace with
Prior to Before

Due to the fact that Because

In a considerable number of cases Often

The majority of Most

During the time that While

In close proximity to Near

Have an effect on Affect

At the present time Now

As a result of Because
Commented to the effect that Said
In the event that If

In order to To

     (5)  Replace Longer Words with Shorter Words

Possess     Have
Sufficient	 	 			Enough
Utilize     Use
Usage     Use
Demonstrate    Show
Assistance     Help
Terminate	 	 			End

Subsequent    After

This does not mean that all long words must be replaced by shorter ones at all times – doing so can 

make writing monotonous, and thereby decrease the reader’s interest. Do, however, make judicious use 

of longer words that have shorter equivalents.
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     (6)  Delete Redundant Words 

A redundant word is one that is so similar to another that it essentially serves as a duplicate. 

Therefore, use of redundant words creates needless repetition. In the list below, the words in bold are 

redundant and should be deleted.

Final outcome   Skin rash 

Reduce down  Repeat again

Red in color   Soft in consistency

Small in size   Important essentials 

Close scrutiny  This afternoon at 4:00 p.m.

Add together  This morning at 9:00 a.m.

Entirely complete   Audible to the ear 

Combine together  Interval of time

Sum total   Completely full

Fuse together  High fever

For example, by eliminating redundant words in the following paragraph:

Close scrutiny of the young man for only a short interval of time enabled the experienced doctor 

to get an entirely complete picture of the sum total of his patient’s symptoms; by reducing down 

his high fever, he was able to effectively address the skin rash that had been beet red in color 

only a few short hours earlier, and by 9:00 a.m. in the morning a completely successful final 

outcome had been reached.   (redundant)

A clearer, more concise expression results: 

Scrutiny of the young man for a short time enabled the experienced doctor to get a complete 

picture of his patient’s symptoms; by reducing his fever, he was able to address the rash that 

had been beet red a few hours earlier, and by 9:00 a.m. a successful outcome had been reached. 

(concise)
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     (7)  Use Strong Verbs Wherever Possible  

Strong verbs are verbs that describe or imply action, as opposed to those that simply express 

existence, or state-of-being (such as the “to be” verbs: is, are, was, were, and so forth). Strong verbs help 

to create more succinct, active, and vibrant sentences. 

The human immune system is	responsible	for	the	identification	of	foreign	molecules	and	also	

for the actions leading to the immobilization, neutralization and destruction of those molecules. 

(weak verb) 

The human immune system identifies foreign molecules and also immobilizes, neutralizes and 

destroys those molecules. (strong verbs) 

Calculation of total body weight was done for each subject. (weak verb) 

We calculated the total body weight of each subject. (strong verb) 

The discovery of a new antidote was accomplished by these ambitious and hardworking 

scientists. (weak verb) 

These ambitious and hard-working scientists discovered a new antidote. (strong verb)
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     (8)  Make frequent Use of Active Voice

 With sentences written in the passive voice, the subject is the one being acted upon.  

 By changing a sentence to active voice, the subject becomes the one acting. Use of active voice 

often reduces sentence length and increases sentence strength and clarity.

Conclusions were drawn that claimed temperature and volume were both too high.  

(passive voice) 

The team concluded that temperature and volume were both too high. (active voice) 

Elimination of the virus can be achieved with concerted effort. (passive voice) 

With concerted effort, we can eliminate the virus. (active voice) 

Infusion of the monkeys was performed during week two. (passive voice) 

We infused the monkeys during week two. (active voice)

Because space is limited for Sections A and C, carefully examine your writing to identify words and 

phrases you can reduce or eliminate. 

We have reviewed the major changes to the Biosketch section and have provided numerous ways 

to incorporate these changes to your benefit. We will next consider new requirements for the citing of 

publications.
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Part V: Electronic Link to Publications

Below is an excerpt, taken from the blog “Rock Talk”, posted on May 22, 2014 by Dr. Sally Rockey, 

NIH’s Deputy Director for Extramural Research (http://nexus.od.nih.gov/all/2014/05/22/changes-to-the-

biosketch/). 

“The new format also will allow researchers to describe their specific role in those discoveries 

and to annotate their description with up to four publications. Additionally, researchers will be 

allowed to include a link to their complete list of publications in SciENcv or My Bibliography. 

Later this year we will be able to update SciENcv to help researchers collect the information 

needed to generate biosketches using the new format, fully positioning NIH to roll out the 

modified biosketch for all grant applications received for FY 2016 funding and beyond (which 

generally refers to applications submitted in early 2015). I suggest — if you haven’t already — 

giving SciENcv a try. Setting up your profile and testing it out now can be helpful as you are 

thinking about pulling together your biosketch information.”  

Based on this blog statement, it appears that the NIH is urging applicants to choose the SciENcv 

platform over My Bibliography as the link to their complete list of publications. The advantage of the 

SciENcv platform is that soon the entire biosketch will be available, whereas My Bibliography will 

remain an electronic manager of your publications.  

What is SciENcv? 

SciENcv (http://rbm.nih.gov/profile_project.htm) is a new electronic system that will enable 

researchers to easily assemble biographical information, thereby simplifying the work flow associated 

with federal funding. The system will interact with other biographical and network tools to help federal 

funders better assess the impact of the nation’s scientific investments. The plan is for SciENcv to 

initially generate biosketches in the format required for federal research applications, and to eventually 

replace biosketch attachments with structured, fielded data. Complete instructions on how to set up a 

SciENcv profile may be found at http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK154494/. An overview for 

creating a SciENcv profile is outlined below: 
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(1)  Go to the SciENCV portlet (https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/account/) and click the hyperlink  

       “Click here.” 

(2)  There are three ways to create a professional profile in SciENcv:

a)  by manually entering your information into a SciENcv template

b)  by automated data feed from an external source

c)  by making a duplicate of an existing profile 

(3)  When using the NIH Biosketch, you will see the following window:

       Fill in the information and make sure to click “save.” 

(4)  In the Personal Statement section, enter a brief personal statement and up to four  

       publications that highlight your work experience and qualifications.
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(5)  Citations stored in My Bibliography can initially be uploaded by clicking the link “add one.”  

       Select up to four citations to be displayed in this section. To later upload other citations, or to  

       replace or hide current ones, click “Show/hide citations.” 

 

(6)  The section titled Positions and Honors consists of three parts: employment; other experience  

       and professional membership; and honors. If you linked your eRA Commons, NSF, or  

       ORCID account to My NCBI, the work experience section of SciENcv will be automatically  

       populated for you. 
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(7)  Under the subtitle Other Experience and Professional Memberships, click “add one.” Enter  

       “other work experience and professional memberships.” 

(8)  Under the subtitle Honors, click “add one.” Enter honor society memberships, honorary titles  

       and other honorary awards. 
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(9)  The Contribution to Science section in the new NIH Biographical sketch replaces the former  

       section Selected Peer-Reviewed Publications, and is designed to give researchers a place  

       to describe five of their most significant contributions to science. Each contribution entry has  

      two parts: (1) a description and (2) relevant references of up to four peer-reviewed  

      publications.

       You can create up to five tabs by clicking “Add another contribution” (C); the display 

order can be changed by dragging and dropping each tab. Contribution tabs can be removed by 

clicking “Delete this contribution.” To save edits, click “Done.” 

(10)  There is also an option to include a URL to your My Bibliography collection of published  

         research (D). Selecting this option will make your My Bibliography collection public. 
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(11)  The Research Support section displays a list of your ongoing and your completed research  

         awards. NIH and HRA grantees who have linked their eRA/HRA accounts to My NCBI  

         will have their SciENcv profile automatically populated with their research awards.  

 

          

         Additional sections include: 

         Professional Preparation— enter your academic degrees and training in chronological  

         order.
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Appointments— list your academic and professional appointments in reverse chronological order. 

 

My Bibliography

My Bibliography is a reference tool that enables you to save your citations directly from PubMed 

or, if not entered there, to manually enter citations using My Bibliography templates. My Bibliography 

provides a centralized place where citations are easily accessed, exported as a file, or made publicly 

available. (http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK53595/#mybibliography.Managing_Compliance_

to_th).  Below is a brief tutorial on setting up a My Bibliography account.

(I)  There are two ways to populate a My Bibliography collection with author-specific citations:  

 

        (a) Directly from PubMed. 
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        (b)  Using a template in My Bibliography for publications not found in PubMed.  

 

 

 

 

(2)  To see if your publications are compliant with the NIH Public Access Policy, go to My  

       Bibliography and click the link “Manage My Bibliography.” From the “Display Settings”  

       drop-down menu, select “Award” view and click the “Apply” button. The default sorting  

       option with Award view is “Public Access Compliance” (as shown in the image below);  

       however, you may select the sort option you prefer. When selecting “Award” under  

       Grouping, the citations associated with awards will be listed first.
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(3)  Journal articles that are compliant with the NIH Public Access Policy are marked with  

       a green dot and have the PubMed Central Citation ID (PMCID) number listed. In the  

       example below, an NIH award Id is also associated with the citation.

 

(4)  Articles newly submitted to the NIH Manuscript Submission system are considered in  

       process and are marked with a yellow dot. A red dot indicates that the article is “Non- 

       compliant.” The compliance process can be started by clicking the red dot or “Edit Status.”  

       NIH funding information can be added to this citation by clicking “Add Award.” A question  

       mark indicates that compliance with the NIH Public Access Policy cannot be determined  

       without additional information. Click “Edit Status” to enter supporting information for  

       the citation. Articles that were accepted for publication prior to April 7, 2008 are not covered  

       by the NIH Public Access Policy. These citations are marked as “Not-applicable” (this status  

       is also automatically applied to citation types that are not journal articles, e.g., book  

       chapters, patents, presentations). Public Access Compliance is initiated by activating  

       the pop-up wizard, clicking either a red dot, the question mark, or “Edit Status.” The wizard  

       will guide you through manuscript submission, link to a previously-submitted manuscript, or  

       determine if the citation is exempt from the policy.
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(5)  You can also assign awards to associate or disassociate grants to citations:



Principal Investigators Association | www.principalinvestigators.org 53

How to Craft an Effective NIH Biosketch Using These Award-Winning Writing Styles

(6)  The filtering of your citations by publication year, award, publication type and paper-grant 

       association is another feature of My Bibliography, as is creating an award compliance report  

       PDF for your bibliography. 

(7)  Under Bibliography Sharing, select the radio button for Public and click “Save.” A URL and  

       an HTML code will be provided. You can use the URL to share with others and the HTML  

       code to post onto a Web page.
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If you have not already done so, assemble your biographical information well in advance of your 

grant submission deadline. This will give you time to test the electronic system and to correct any errors. 

While the intent is to “simplify the work flow associated with federal funding” (i.e., enable reviewers 

to access your publications without you having to include them in your application as another attached 

PDF document), you will need to invest some time to enter and upload your information. Once created, 

however, modifying your profile as your career advances should be quite simple.
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Part VI: Proofread and Edit

It is imperative that you carefully proofread and edit ALL of your biosketch information (as well as 

your entire application). 

For added motivation to do so, note the strong counsel offered by NIH considering proofreading and 

editing: “Have zero tolerance for typographical errors, misspellings, grammatical mistakes, or sloppy 

formatting.”  

Why does NIH consider this so essential?  “A sloppy or disorganized application may lead the 

reviewers to conclude that your research may be conducted in the same manner,” they conclude.

With this in mind, what elements are especially important to keep in mind as you proofread and edit?  

Consider three: 

• Logical development of thought

• Proper grammar 

• Correct spelling, punctuation, capitalization and expression of numbers

To ensure that the above elements have been properly addressed, take steps to examine your 

application several times:  

• Read your entire document/application slowly, aloud, several times.

• Have friends, family and colleagues read through it.

• Go over all facts, references and figures very slowly, very carefully.

• If available, have a colleague read and double check all facts and figures.

• Consider the option of enlisting a professional editor.
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Conclusion

The new biosketch format mandated by NIH calls for change; change does present challenges. It 

may be helpful to keep in mind the dynamic often observed between growth and change: growth seeks 

change; change fosters growth.

When considered in this way, NIH is offering you an opportunity to benefit and grow professionally.

This guide was prepared with the purpose of helping you to take full advantage of that opportunity:

• By clarifying the NIH mandated biosketch changes

• By identifying and explaining your style of writing options

• By walking you through the new process for citing your publications  

Your success will likely depend to a large extent on your willingness to embrace this process; doing 

so can strengthen your commitment and provide the motivation necessary to compose and submit a 

compelling application- one that increases your chances of reviewer support and grant approval. No 

doubt such success will in turn help to ultimately confirm your scientific accomplishments and provide 

you with the professional validation you deserve.
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Appendix A  
50 Research and Analysis Power Verbs  
(for Writing Strong Sentences)
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Appendix B  
100 Most Often Misspelled Words  

 
absence column humorous privilege 

accidentally committed incidentally pronunciation 
accommodate conceivable inevitable receive 
achievement conscience inoculate referring 
acquaintance conscientious irresistible restaurant 

acquire conscious license schedule 
all right criticism lightning seize 
amateur criticize loneliness separate 
analyze definitely maintenance sergeant 

apparent desperate maneuver similar 
appearance dilemma mathematics sophomore 

arctic disastrous mischievous succeed 
argument eighth noticeable supersede 
arithmetic eligible occasionally susceptible 

ascend embarrass occurred transferring 
athletic environment occurrence truly 

attendance especially parallel tyranny 
beginning exaggerate particular unanimous 

believe existence pastime undoubtedly 
beneficial extraordinary permissible unnecessary 
business familiar perseverance usually 
calendar February phenomenon vacuum 

candidate foreign practically villain 
cemetery government preferred weird 

changeable height prejudice whether 
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Appendix C  
FAQs on Sections A and C

(1) Why has NIH not given more specific direction for writing Sections A and C?

Considering the main mission of NIH—the advancement of human health—and its obligation to 

the public to identify and support the science that may eventually better everyone’s health, NIH must 

conduct its search properly assuming that great biomedical science might come from anywhere and 

anyone. Thus, in theory all applications are equally applicant-friendly and all applicants are given equal 

consideration. 

That such has not proved the reality is evidenced in the concern expressed by the NIH for eight 

separate groups (in their original Request for Information). For the past several years, similar concern 

has routinely been expressed by frustrated applicants as well. It can therefore reasonably be concluded 

that reasons for the new biosketch format for Section C (and to some degree Section A) include an effort 

to bring reality more in line with theory.  

The lack of more specific direction for writing these sections may therefore reflect NIH’s awareness 

that the providing of detailed direction does not somehow create or foster equal opportunity. 

In fact, more general guidelines allow for more diversity among applicants. When writing about 

significant contributions, for instance, the freedom to choose approaches- especially in regard to writing 

style- might prove to be a large step toward leveling the playing field.  

(2) How can choice of writing style hope to level the playing field?

When it comes to describing significant contributions to science, a one-size-fits-all writing style does 

not realistically exist. 

It has been well-established, for example, that some groups (e.g. women and some minorities) do 

not self-promote as effectively as others. They are more reluctant to brag or to even appear to be doing 
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so. Yet scientific writing—expository writing—by its very nature makes it hard to describe one’s own 

accomplishments without sounding at least a bit boastful. The narrative style, on the other hand, can 

make this easier to do.

For example, consider the same information first presented in an expository style and then in a 

narrative style: The expressions below reflect equivalent ways of conveying the same information in two 

different styles.

Expository Style 

In senior Physics, my assigned team set out to determine if a blow received to the head by a soccer 

ball could cause death.  I devised a formula of equivalence, aligning the force per square inch of contact 

to the effect of hitting a stationary hollow door at varying speeds. For our work, the team was given a 

national Junior Achievement Award. I was awarded the top individual prize out of 6,920 entries that year 

and was given a full scholarship to KC State. Through a mentoring program pairing only the brightest 

young scientists with the most proven researchers, I worked with Dr. A. May Zing of Biomedical 

Research at KCS for the next four years. Although my original formula failed to determine conclusively 

what level of force was sufficient to cause death, a follow-on question was raised as to whether such 

blows could have a cumulative effect. By refining my formula, Dr. Zing and I pursued this subject…

Narrative Style 

Following the death of a close friend who collapsed and died after being hit in the head with a soccer 

ball, four of us in Physics class set out to determine if the ruling of “death due to blunt force trauma  

to the head” could possibly be true. After numerous complications, we divided up tasks, and I was  

assigned to develop a “formula of equivalence”- a formula to measure the force per square inch that a  

soccer ball could deliver as it moved through the air at different speeds towards a stationary target. Once 

I was finally able to develop an accurate formula, we were amazed to learn just how much force a 

light ball carries- even at relatively slow speeds. Although we were unable to conclusively determine 

whether a single blow was sufficient to cause death, it was clear from our research that it was capable of 

causing injury.  When our team received a national Junior Achievement Award, and I was given the top 

individual prize as well, it helped us all to make peace with our friend’s death. It also made we wonder if 

perhaps his death was a result of some “cumulative effect” from the scores of blows he had received since 
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he began playing in grade school. When I received a scholarship to KC State and was invited to work 

with the accomplished Dr. A. May Zing through a special mentoring program, we pursued this subject…

These represent two of the writing style options grant applicants might choose from—not a right and 

a wrong choice. Notice how information is expressed on the same achievements, the same contributions. 

Applicants may also use a combination of writing styles; one might, for instance, choose a narrative 

style, but then use the expository style to present any relevant facts and the persuasive style to convince 

readers that their contributions are indeed significant. Recall, however, that the descriptive style has 

limited use in this context.  

The new format allows for applicants to decide for themselves what style (or styles) they believe will 

enable them to best describe their most significant contributions.

(3) How do I choose a writing style?  

Only you can decide that. To do so, you might begin by first analyzing what it is you really want, 

why you want it, and how badly you want it—this will drive your appeal to get it.  

These questions may help in your analysis: 

• What is your greatest interest? 

• How did you get interested in it? 

• What drove you to study that subject? 

• Why is this topic interesting to you? 

• What are your long term goals and why?

Answering these questions should help you to choose the writing style (or styles—remember 

that you can use more than one) you feel will best convey your level of enthusiasm for— and your 

commitment to— the research subject. 
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You might also ask yourself what kind of Significant Contributions (Section C) or Personal 

Statements (Section A) YOU would like to read- put yourself in the place of a reviewer. Ask yourself, 

“What kind of expressions would appeal most to me and motivate me to read the applicant’s science?” 

To illustrate, go back to the previous question (Question #2), and re-read the two examples given.

Which do you feel is more effective— the expository or the narrative version? Which writer were 

you more drawn to? If you were acting as reviewer, which would you begin to feel most motivated to 

support? Whose science would you follow up with? Your answers to these questions may help you to 

make your own style decisions.

 

(4) Won’t the new biosketch format end up favoring good writers over good scientists who 

don’t write well?

The fallacy of this question lies in the presupposition that scientists don’t need to be good writers. 

When applying for a grant, to be competitive you must to be able to recommend your work in the most 

compelling way possible. 

Communication is an essential part of science; for the serious scientist, good writing skills are 

requisite. This reasoning is only logical- after all, a brilliant discovery that is not effectively explained 

cannot be confirmed to be all that brilliant; an amazing breakthrough that fails to be accurately presented 

will be assessed as less than amazing. Simply stated, if you are a scientist, you really must be able to 

write well. 

Writing well is not a gift, but a skill; as such, it can be learned. Even a short, one- or two-day writing 

workshop can greatly improve your ability to write confidently, clearly and effectively. If you struggle to 

write well, this is an investment to seriously consider, as it will undoubtedly pay large dividends.
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(5) In reality, won’t the new format favor great salesmanship over great research?

A level of “salesmanship” is a practical necessity whenever you are asking for financial support. 

Anytime we seek such support, we must to some degree “sell” ourselves— our idea, our talent, our 

science— if we hope to obtain that support. It is generally unrealistic to think we won’t have to show 

ourselves deserving— that “the science should speak for itself.”

To appreciate that, consider how even a teenager asking for money from a parent expects to have 

to do more than simply state the need. That teenager assumes that a persuasive argument or convincing 

story will be required to “sell,” or justify, a request for money.

If “just the facts” is not sufficient to convince a parent, “just the science” may not be sufficient 

to persuade a reviewer. In the end, commitment to great science should surely inspire great efforts to 

persuade (“salesmanship”).

During the entire grant-writing process— including while you are composing Sections A and C— it 

is important to keep in mind that you are asking for money; this will maintain an awareness that you 

have to convince someone to give it to you.  

(6) Won’t the new format favor senior investigators who have had years to build a great 

narrative?

Generally speaking, this should not be the case. As Dr. Rockey emphasized, “This new format 

will give early career investigators a platform for describing and framing the significance of their 

contributions.” 

Why is this so? 

It is widely observed that researchers may make contributions other than those listed in their 

publications records— some researchers make significant contributions beyond the printed page. 

Some are well known, for example, for collaborating on ideas, helping students to become highly 

accomplished, mentoring, or otherwise inspiring the research of others. 
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The new format allows for accomplishments not reflected in publications to be thoughtfully worked 

into the contributions using, for instance, a narrative style of writing.

(7) Why should I need to write a story in order to showcase my work— why can’t my science 

showcase my work? 

You don’t have to write a story, it is simply an option. If you have let your science “speak for itself” 

and that has been working for you (you have had grants approved), continue with that approach—  stay 

with what works.  

However, as noted by one scientist in a recent online discussion, “your publications are often not as 

accessed by others as you would like to think. That requires a narrative that only you can provide.”   

(8) How can I help someone I am mentoring to make effective style choices for Sections C and 

A?

This can be harder to do for others than for yourself, since— much like styles in clothing— it comes 

down to personal choice. You might try using the following list of questions. Have the individual you’re 

mentoring actually write out an answer to each: 

• What is your big interest in your field? 

• How did you get interested in it? 

• What drove you to study that subject? 

• Why is this topic interesting to you? 

• What are your long term goals?

• What would you describe as your passion in life? How does it influence your work?

Once these answers are down on paper, together review the four styles of writing and the purpose 

of each. This should help ones being mentored to (1) identify the significant contributions they can 

draw attention to, and to then (2) decide the writing style(s) that will best communicate both their 

contributions and their passion for the projects involved.  
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(9) Do decisions on writing style vary according to experience?

Although it’s true that more accomplished researchers likely have the experience to highlight 

numerous contributions through a narrative (as Example #3 from the NIH examples demonstrates), less 

experienced investigators can effectively use narratives as well. 

Newer investigators may not have nearly as many contributions as accomplished PIs; however, as a 

result they may need less room for publications. This can become an opportunity to write a longer, more 

engaging narrative, using the contributions they do have.

True, it may require more thoughtful consideration for less-experienced applicants to extract and 

highlight their unpublished accomplishments. But enthused, invested scientists excited about their 

research can-- at any level of experience— find the evidence necessary to validate and recommend their 

professional contributions to science. 

In the end, it is really not so much a matter of having extensive experience, but more a matter of 

making extensive use of the experience you have.

   

(10) How can I explain gaps in funding without it having a negative impact?

Look for honest ways to make it positive— this has happened to many others and is generally 

viewed simply as a reality of the research world. Be forthright about it and don’t resort to any form of 

dishonesty by distorting, hiding, or “spinning” the truth. Not only is this the safest course, but it can also 

be personally satisfying; it becomes just one more data point in the measure of your strength of character 

and further demonstrates your determination to build and maintain a strong professional reputation.
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