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Review Criteria

• Significance/Relevance
• Approach
• Innovation
• Investigator
• Environment



Characteristics of a Strong 
Proposal

• Focused
• Do not put every idea that you have in one 

proposal
• Many successful proposals focus on a 

single goal

• Feasible
• The proposed work should be reasonable 

given your experience and time.



Characteristics of a Strong 
Proposal

• Important
• The best proposals address central 

issues

• Integrated
• All the experiments should focus on 

one goal
• Ideally each aim should enrich the 

others without being dependent on 
one another.



Structure of a Proposal

• Specific Aim(s)
• Briefly state the long-term objective and 

importance
• State specific questions that you will 

address and how.  
• The best aims/proposals are hypothesis 

driven.
• “Look See” experiments can be OK but 

only if driven by a strong rationale.  



Structure of a Proposal

•  Background and Significance
• Describe only the relevant background 

material
• Present the rationale for the proposed 

experiments.  
• Concisely state the importance of the 

proposed work to human health. 



These first two sections are critical.  

If you haven’t won the reader over at 
this point it is often a lost cause.



Structure of a Proposal

• Progress/Preliminary Data
• Briefly describe the relevant studies 

that have been completed.
• Describe studies that have been 

initiated.
• Not all preliminary data has to go here

• It is often effective to save some data 
for the Research Design section.  



Structure of a Proposal

• Research Design
• Describe experiments to address each aim 

• Preface each section with a brief rationale
• Level of detail will vary



Structure of a Proposal

• Research Design
• Describe potential outcomes, interpretations, 

and future directions.
• What results do you expect and what will 

they mean.
• Indicate how you will follow up on initial 

results.
• Prioritize downstream experiments.



Structure of a Proposal

• Research Design
• Describe potential pitfalls and alternative 

approaches. 
• Show the reader that you have thought of 

results or difficulties that are not the ones 
that you hope for.



Organization and Writing

• Write for a broad audience
• Your readers will include both experts 

and non-experts

• Be clear and specific
• Avoid vague terms



• “. . for a brief 
time. .”

• Some samples will 
be tested.

• Large changes are 
induced. . .

• Say how long

• Which ones? How 
many?

• How large?

Instead of this . . . . . . .say this.

Write Clearly and 
Specifically



Organization and Writing

• Be confident in your writing
• Avoid terms like “might” and 

“should”
• Use terms like “will”

• This should will show that X 
influences Y.

• Be concise



Examples of
unnecessary terms

• “In order to 
determine that . .”

• “At this point and 
time. . ..”

• “To determine 
that . .”

• “Now. . . “ or 
“Currently”



Make your proposal easy to read.

Easy to read Hard to read

Indent
new

paragraph
s. 

Use
frequent
heading

s.

Include
spacing
between

paragraphs.  

Use figures
(including models).  

Avoid the “wall of text” 

look

Use 13 or 14 point 
spacing between lines

(instead of 12).  



Organization and Writing

• Be organized
• Set up a clear hierarchy of headings 

that can be readily referred to.
• Maintain a similar structure for each 

aim
• e.g. Rationale, Experiments, Possible 

Outcomes, Potential Pitfalls



Keep the reader in mind

• Typically your reviewer will be 
reading 5-10 proposals.

• Takes significant time. 
• Happy readers are happy reviewers.


