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Rob: I’d like to introduce our presenter today. Dan Blonigen is a core investigator at the HSR&D Center for Innovation to Implementation, acronym Ci2i in Palo Alto and is also a clinical assistant professor at Stanford University. Dan, I’m sending you the pop-up now. Can I turn things over to you? 

Dr. Daniel Blonigen: Yes. Thank you, Rob. All right, good morning everyone. Thanks for joining today’s Cyberseminar. I’m really pleased to be able to talk with you all and share a few of my thoughts on this very important topic for any researcher which I assume many of you or most of you are, or budding researchers. As Rob mentioned, I’m a core investigator at our Center for Innovation to Implementation at the VA Palo Alto. I’m also a former Career Development Awardee actually with clinical science RND [unintelligible 00:53] involved heavily in health services research since my Career Development Award, or actually during my Career Development Award as well. Also relevant to this talk, part of what else I spend my time on, part of my time on at our VA is doing some professional development training for psychology interns and with research fellows at our VA, so I co-lead a research and professional development seminar with some other investigators at our VA and that oftentimes is focused on things like grant writing and all the components of a grant and [unintelligible 01:27-01:28] spend talking about the elements of a grant application such as the specific aims page. So, my interest in today’s talk was born out of that seminar in terms of trying to share with you all what we talked about in our seminar and what sort of tools of the trade, or tricks of the trade I’ve picked up over my time writing grants. And so I will do my best to share with you my thoughts on how to craft a successful specific aims page. 

Try to go next slide. It’s a little bit of a pause here on my end. 

Rob: Dan, if you click right on the slide, you should be able to move forward. 

Dr. Daniel Blonigen: All right. Thank you. All right so just a quick outline of today. So we’ll briefly start off going over some basics about a specific aims page entails. I assume most of you are at least familiar with that, but some of you may be very early in your grant writing career, so we’ll at least go over the basics. And the bulk of what we’re going to talk about today is, we might describe as sort of the anatomy of an aims page, kind of what might be regarded as the key components of an aims page and what you might use as a solid template or framework in crafting that page. And after getting through the bulk of that, I also want to cover any other details in terms of grantsmanship considerations when you’re writing the specific aims page that also applies to writing the larger grant, to things and details that might want to make sure you’re putting into the aims document that should go through each of the components of the anatomy I’ll be describing. And then I want to end off by talking about [unintelligible 03:13] the aims page and tried to include all the elements of the anatomy I’ll describing, it’s also worth taking a step back and thinking about what’s the reviewer’s perspective. So what are the things reviewers will likely be looking for or maybe explicitly asked to look for as part of their review of the grant. So that will be the basic outline, but before we get into that, I want to get a little bit more information on the audience today. Understand kind of what your role is in the VA, what your experience grant writing is. So we have a couple of poll questions here that we’ll ask you to complete. And so Rob will be taking over now and letting you answer this first poll question which simply asks wanting to find out what is your primary role in the VA? Are you a, consider yourself a student or trainee? Maybe you are a fellow or not even. Maybe you are still an intern planning to go on to the fellowship track and research track. Or maybe you are more in the early career stage where you’re actually a Career Development Awardee and I think many of you are at that stage, early career stage, working on your Career Development Award actively or applying for one or maybe a K award NIH side. Or you’re a mid-career investigator, you’re past the career development stage and you’re a GS-14, you’re associate rank. Or maybe more senior investigator stage. Or maybe not even research stage. So pause for folks to enter their choices. 

Rob: Thanks Dr. Blonigen. We have about 60% of your audience members voted, so we’ll give people a few more moments to make their choices. It usually levels off between 75 and 80%, so just maybe another 20 or 30 seconds. 

[pause 04:59-05:05].

And things have leveled off so I’m going to go ahead and close the poll and share out the results. But I will read to you Dan that for choice number one, student, trainee or fellow, 55% of your attendees chose that one. Twelve percent chose Career Development Awardee. Eighteen percent chose mid-career investigator. Only 4% are senior investigators and 10% chose non-research, e.g. clinician, administrator or policymaker. So now we’re back on your slides. 

Dr. Daniel Blonigen: All right, thanks very much Rob. That’s very helpful. Thank you all. So it makes pretty good sense that the bulk of you are_

Rob: [Unintelligible 05:43-05:44] speaking I can’t hear you. 

Dr. Daniel Blonigen: I am speaking. Can you hear me now? 

CIDER Staff: Yes, we can hear you. 

Dr. Daniel Blonigen: Okay. All right, I’ll just continue then. So that’s very helpful. I get a clear sense then that at least the majority of you are still probably in the early training stages. It looks like not yet at the stage of getting Career Development Award, but maybe applying for that although a small portion of you is at that stage and then a few folks who are farther along in the grant writing stage than either [unintelligible 06:19] decent chunk of you that are not research and more clinical, administrator and policy maker so thank you. 

And the second poll question, I also want to get a quick survey of what describes your grant writing experience. So four choices here. So if you can let me know have you never written a grant before? And in this case I’m talking, maybe not about, would not be counting things like a one-page or less quote unquote grant that you may be requesting for internal funds from the department or center that you’re at. But something more like an extramural, intramural grant program. So I’ve never written a grant before or you’ve only written a CDA or equivalent, such as a K award. The third choice, I’ve written a few grants, two or three [unintelligible 07:06] for those of you who may have written multiple grants, but do not consider yourself an accomplished grant writer. And then fourth, would you consider yourself an accomplished grant writer. You’ve written five or more grants and feel like you [unintelligible 07:18] pretty good idea of what you’re doing. 

Rob: And that poll is open and we have about 73% voted. So we’ll give people a few more moments to make their choices. And I apologize for my audio problems a moment ago. 

[pause 07:37-07:42]. 

Let’s see, we have about 80% voted, so I’m going to go ahead and close the poll, share the results out. And 47% of your audience members say that they have never written a grant. Seventeen percent say that they’ve only written a CDA or equivalent. Thirty-two percent say that they have written a few grants and 5% say that they consider themselves an accomplished grant writer. And now we’re back on your slides. 

Dr. Daniel Blonigen: All right, thanks Rob. So that’s helpful as well so looks like nearly half of you have never written a grant before so this information will be fairly new and I can try to keep things at a fairly basic level. Although it’s interesting a third of audience members, folks calling in today have written multiple grants and it looks like they’re just trying to shore up their grant-writing skills and get to the next level, so this talk will also be helpful for you. 

All right, moving on. So starting off with the basics, make sure everyone’s on the same page, pun intended. So in terms of what specific page aims page is, so most of you probably are at least aware of the specific aims page, is really a one-page overview of the project you are proposing. So it’s really the succinct summary of what is your interested in applying the grant for. And it is arguably, or maybe not even arguably the most important part of the grant proposal. It really is the thing that most grant reviewers will read first and will more or less start to anchor their evaluation of the entire grant after reading this page which is, fair or not, that’s just kind of how it goes that most reviewers will look at this page first and get the snapshot of what you project is all about and if there’s confusing information there, critical information that’s missing, that may not be in that document, that aims document but is later chronicled in great detail later on the research plan it still might hurt you in some ways [unintelligible 09:46] score when it’s all said and done is because the folks read that aims page first and got an initial impression of what the grant is all about. So that being said, it’s really important to make the specific aims page as clear and concrete as possible and really make it easy for viewers in understanding what your grant is all about, what are the key highlights. 

So one good piece of information I was told by some senior folks [unintelligible 10:12] my grant writing career, so always just assume that the reviewers be very tired and grumpy and probably have half those other proposals to review in addition to yours, so some of the finer details may be lost on them. So just got to keep in mind that you need to be as clear as possible on the aims page. 

So most important part of the grant proposal and in a nutshell, before I get into the what I would say in kind of a useful template, I would say in a nutshell what the aims page really is trying to do is tell you audience what’s the health problem and why it’s important. And I’m assuming all of you that are listening today are interested in health services research or some aspect of healthcare. So it’s probably a health problem that you have in mind that your project focuses on. And you want to make it very clear in the specific aims page what the health problem is and why it’s really important significant issue. 

And then second, what’s the gap in knowledge of that health problem and how does your project fill that gap? So at a very, very basic level, if you’re thinking about what the goal or outcome should be after someone reads your specific aims page, it should be answering those questions. 

So when your also drafting the specific aims page, before you even get to that stage, I would be very, [unintelligible 11:28] very remiss if you didn’t take time to read the RFA or RFP. So those of you newer to grant writing, RFA stands for request for applications, or RFP request for proposals. So usually a grant you’re applying for, an extramural or intramural grants, there will be a RFA or RFP associated with that grant and it’s usually helpful to read them very carefully early on to get a sense of what are the priorities of that funding agency, how they want you to craft your project and design it, what are things that are most important to them, what are the big no-no’s, things like that. So take your time to read the RFA or RFP early and craft accordingly. 

And then also in terms of a basic point, may go without saying, but it’s usually good or wise to draft the specific aims page fairly early and take a lot of time to fine-tune it. So this is something where you’ll probably get a lot of variability across grant writers in terms of timeline they work with. Me, I’m always someone who feels like the specific aims page is so important, I want to start getting that down on paper very early. My rule of thumb is at least three months ahead of time before the grant is due, I want to start drafting that and have a fairly decent draft of it to share with colleagues. So I kind of think of this as the reverse of how at least I’ve written empirical papers where usually I write the methods results and the paper in its entirety and then [unintelligible 13:02] writing the abstract or summary of the paper. So you can think of the aims page as somewhat like an abstract of a paper, but something that’s such an essential part of the grant that you really want to craft that early and have that be your guide in your grant writing process and your outline in [unintelligible 13:18] that you refer back to and likely will fine tune over time. 

And then lastly feedback, feedback, feedback. And it probably goes without saying that it can’t be overemphasized that you want to really share your grant idea, and more specifically your specific aims page, with as many key colleagues as possible. So certainly the key collaborators you have in your team, whether it’s scientific or operational partners or collaborators. For those of you or many of you I know at the early career stage are trainees and fellows, so your primary mentor or your supervisor. Getting them a draft of your specific aims page very early and getting a lot of feedback from them is going to be very critical of course. But also as you are getting farther along in your grant writing career, getting feedback from scientific program officers or section leads at whatever grant [unintelligible 14:12] you’re applying to is very critical as well. So in VA there are scientific program officers for most grant study sections and so getting some feedback from them early on about how your grant idea fits with their study section is not a bad idea as well. And then also I would recommend trying to get feedback from any colleagues outside of your collaborator or project team and maybe even folks who are not experts in your area but are very smart, great scientists that got a lot of grants and are really good at spotting a strong grant or weak grant. That’s it for the basics. 

So now let’s get into the meat of it, but [unintelligible 14:50] the grant writing, or writing the specific aims page, oftentimes you might be starting off like this, or like this. Your basic experience of writer’s block and trying to get that specific aims page drafted and get all the crucial information documented early on, but you just can’t seem to get going. This is a very normal experience for grant writers, even very seasoned grant writers. I would say if you are at this point, try to keep in mind that don’t make the perfect the enemy of the good. I think sometimes you know the aims page is so critical, [unintelligible 15:31] stuck in trying to perfect it early on and in a way that just slows you down and becomes a barrier, so if nothing else, just try to get something on paper, even if it’s crap. Just try to really get some basic information of what you want to do down on paper. And paper is fine. [Unintelligible 15:48] writing things out on a notebook or paper can be a helpful process to get my thoughts flowing before I start to jot down on computer. So just get some thoughts down, get things on paper and then if you get feedback you’ll be able to fine tune it. And you may be even, a helpful approach as well if you’re at this stage might be to pick more of a, I would call Socratic method or approach to asking yourself what the key information is of your grant. So for those of you that are unaware of the Socratic method, you really kind of like ask more, so asking questions rather than trying to give opinion or document information. So I’m trying, [unintelligible 16:28] go through the slides today and the template that I’ll be describing, a lot of it is structured in terms of questions that you should ask yourself and that your reader will likely be asking. So, thinking of Socratic method to ask well why is this an important health problem? Or why is this the best approach to use? And then answering those questions in your initial drafts will help you start get the juices flowing. 

All right now getting to the meat of today’s talk, I want to really spend a lot of time talking what I would describe as sort of the anatomy of the aims page. So what is a good template or formula for trying to craft a successful specific aims document. So I’ll try to go through what I’ve learned and what I’ve come up with, [unintelligible 17:17] colleagues, websites, seminars and so forth and share that with you. But one thing I’ll start by saying is, be wary of templates and formulas like ones I’ll be describing. So in [unintelligible 17:31] I’m sort of saying, don’t listen too closely to what I’m saying or take so with a grain of salt at least. And [unintelligible 17:38] with tongue in cheek, but the message here is really that the structure and template that I’ll describe today, it’s to me logical for a lot of proposals that you likely would write in your grant writing career, but it may not be the, it’s not going to be all-inclusive, the end all be all. Most proposals have some variability and some of the elements I’ll talk about [unintelligible 17:59] a lot of flexibility in how sections can be arranged, so really think about what is the story or narrative you’re trying to tell and be true and faithful to that narrative and story and try not to adhere too rigidly to this formula or template. 

So with that disclaimer, here is the model that I’ll be describing today, and I’m sort of referring to as the hourglass model in terms of how I think about the information that you’re going to be documenting and how broad it should be in some parts and specific in other parts. And so there’s four basic components to this template. The introductory paragraph, the research goal paragraph, aims section and summary paragraph. And you kind of think of them, or I kind of think of them in terms of an hourglass where the first section, especially the introductory paragraph is going to be very broad, very general information. You’re not going to be going into too many details at that point. But as you get down more into the research goal paragraph, and then definitely to the aims section you’re going to be starting to give the reader the important details that they need to know to really understand your project. Then after that you want to end off going fairly broad again in that summary paragraph and reiterating the global significance of your project, so that’s where broad base of the hourglass comes into play. So kind of think of that as the model or simple [unintelligible 19:18] to follow. 

So starting out, the introductory paragraph. So four basic elements I’ll review in turn. So there’s the hook, the state of the science, the gap in knowledge and critical need. So in this first paragraph or paragraphs, some folks like to think of trying to get these four elements into the introductory paragraph as being a single paragraph, but there’s again no right or wrong way of doing it necessary. You might want to break this introductory paragraph, introductory information into multiple paragraphs, I tend to like to do that and have each of these four elements be there own paragraph. But sometimes it depends on the grant I’m writing and how well the story flows. With that being said the introductory paragraphs really your goal here is introduce your research subject to the reviewers and really, quickly capture their attention and give them this key information. 

All right, so first off the hook. So this in a nutshell is what you’re trying to do is really capture the reviews attention and introduce to them what the scope of the health problem is and there’s many ways we can try to help someone understand why the health problem you’re trying to address is significant and important issues, but there’s some way so doing it that would make some reviewer’s eyes glass over or make them miss the critical point or really [unintelligible 20:43]. There’s other way that you can introduce information to them that’s really going to grab them and be very impactful. So you want to [unintelligible 20:53] figure out initially, like in your first sentence or two, what is the hook. How are you going to capture people’s attention and how are you going to convey a sense of important or urgency in the health problem that you’re trying to address. So in the hook part you’re really trying to quickly explain what your research topic is and why it’s really critical to do this. So you don’t have a lot of space and time to do this. Again, I thinking the hook is probably just going to be one or two sentences, usually one sentence is optimal. We can have one statement that really captures in a very concrete and simple way for the reader why this is a really important issue. And sort of one way of doing this, there’s many ways of trying to hook the audience or hook the reader, but one useful book that was referred to me by a colleague was one called “Made to Stick” by Chip Heath and Dan Heath. For those of  you who are not familiar with it, it’s these two researchers, they’re both a Stanford basically comb the literature of urban myths, successful advertising campaigns, successful political campaigns and really try to identify what are the stories and messages that seem to pervade the culture and really stick in people’s minds and can’t get out of people’s minds. And they have a certain acronym they use [unintelligible 22:15] talking about the core elements of sticky ideas they call them. So things that are simple, messages that are unexpected, messages that are concrete, messages that are credible, messages that have an emotional component to them or messages that can have a story telling quality to them. In writing the hook for your specific aims page you won’t be able to apply each of those sticky elements or ideas of course, you won’t be able to tell a story to have a very emotional quality to it, but there are certain things that I think for those of you that are new to grant writing I would recommend reading that book and really just digesting the concepts and seeing when possible to apply them to the hook for your grant. So in some sense, in trying to capture the reviewers attention and hook them, you want to think in very concrete and simple terms and maybe try to give them information that might be somewhat unexpected or kind of jar them in a way that’s going to break them out of what they’re usually expecting to hear. So for example, my research oftentimes involves substance abuse treatment and mental health treatment for Veterans and one thing I focus on is access to care so for one grant that I wrote recently, I tried to give a very simple, concrete message to the audience or to the reader about why access to care is a significant problem in the VA. So one hook I used was, one in four Veterans presenting to VA primary care suffers from a mental health condition, yet a majority do not access mental health treatment. So not an extremely emotional message, but it’s a very concrete one. One in four is a very simple figure for people to digest. Or another simple one or concrete hook that I’ve used in a past grant application was, again using a simple number or figure that was [unintelligible 24:05] people, this was a grant that was focused on trying to help Veterans to engage in residential treatment [unintelligible 24:12] care post residential treatment for drug and alcohol problems. So this hook it was, for every ten individual who enter a SUD residential treatment program, at least half with either fail to either complete the program or transition to outpatient care. So that really makes it clear what the magnitude or scope of the problem is to the reader, that kind of message. So yeah, there’s a number of ways you can write those up, but really try to think of a sticky idea that’s going jump out to people and capture attention is a critical first step. 

Then after you’ve hooked them, you really want to get to know the state of the science. Simply what is known about the problem, the health problem that you’re interested in. So here you really want to ground the reviewer in the key findings of the content area. And for this, really keep in mind that you don’t want to go into too many details. So when you talk about the state of the science, you want to speak in fairly broad terms and be fairly concise. So generally avoid going into details of specific studies in the literature, even if they’re really classic seminal articles. Sometimes it might be warranted to go into some details, but generally I would avoid too many details or only give enough [unintelligible 25:23] details to really help the reviewer understand why you’re doing this work. Ballpark, maybe three or five sentence would hopefully be sufficient to help the reader understand the state of the science. So to give you an example again from a grant that I recently wrote, where it was focused on mobile health or mHealth to help Veterans engage or access mental health care in the VA, rather than going in details about what’s been shown, the effectiveness of mental health, of mobile health applications for Veterans in terms of the population or specific outcomes, simple sort of description of the state of the science [unintelligible 26:03] application I used was, mobile health is an innovative means of expanding access to mental health care for Veterans being widely developed in and outside the VA, the effectiveness of mental health applications is emerging. So that’s very, very general and broad but [unintelligible 26:18] in more detail than that, but in general try to avoid too much details, or at least try to avoid getting too bogged down with details. 

Now once you [unintelligible 26:27] the science, then you really want to turn and talk about what is the gap in knowledge and really make explicit for the reviewer what is the key information that’s not yet known about the health problem that you’re talking about. And you want to make this as explicit as possible and you may even go as far as explicitly saying that the critical gap in knowledge of what you’re doing, of this health problem, is X, or a major unresolved issue in the field of X and Y is this. So really make that as clear as possible and in that sense sometimes this part of the grant application, or sorry, this part of the specific aims page it can be so crucial for the reviewer to understand that I like to either italicize it, I like to highlight in some way, either italicizing, underlining or bolding. Some way that’s really going to jump out to the reviewer. 

I’m going to speed up a little bit here [unintelligible 27:27] mindful of time, because I want to make sure we have time at the end of the talk for questions. So after you’ve described the and highlighted the critical gap in knowledge, then you want to talk about what is the critical need? So here you’re really talking about the innovation that you’re proposing. So think [unintelligible 27:41] when you’re writing this or drafting your specific aims page and trying to craft your grant proposal as a whole, what is the innovation your proposing? And this should some kind of new knowledge you’re trying to attain through this grant, or some kind of new treatment or new model of care. Something fairly innovative. And that should be fairly clear to the reviewer and should follow nicely from the gap in knowledge you described in the previous sentence or two. And also just something that’s not just an incremental advancement, it should be fairly innovative. That’s the key term I would always keep in mind for this process. And think about how does the innovation fill that gap in knowledge. This really, you should make this as clear as possible. Try and make clear this is the logical next step to advance the science in this area and fill that gap. And this is really I think this is a crucial part of the grant application that it’s really crucial to know what your funding entity’s mission statement is. To really make sure that whatever you say the critical need or innovation is, that it speaks directly to what the mission of the funding agency is. Or maybe what the focus of the RFA or RFP you’re applying for is. 

All right. So now you’re down to the introductory paragraph or paragraphs and I’ve got all those key elements put in there in some form. The next step is really getting into the research goal. The research goal paragraph, and for all the grants I’ve written I’ve always kind of tried to condense this into one fairly tight, succinct paragraph that sums up, or at least starts off by saying what’s the overarching goal or objective or possible overarching hypothesis of your proposal. And like I said before when it comes to the gap in knowledge that your proposal will be addressing, I would also be as explicit as possible with this first line of your research goal paragraph when you’re describing your overarching objective or goal. And so most of your applications [unintelligible 29:46] starting off drafting the research goal paragraph. I start off by saying the goal of this project is, or the overarching objective of this project is, overarching goal, trying to make that really clear to the reviewer as possible using fairly simple, general language that communications the longer term goal. So at this point you’re not getting into the details of your aims of your project quite yet. You’re getting into what’s the longer term goal here that you’re really trying to address with your project. And I would consider this kind of hand-in-hand in terms of importance with the gap in knowledge part of your intro paragraph earlier where I mentioned you might want to consider highlighting that in some form. In terms of my grant proposals, or specific aims pages, I oftentimes highlight this gap in knowledge part and also this part here. So usually the sentence where I talk about the overarching objective I’ve tried to highlight that in some way so that if I’m getting a very tired reviewer who is just going to skim over my grant, my aims page quickly, at least they’ll be able to understand the gap in knowledge and read that fairly easily and as well as understand the overall objective. 

So when you talk about the overall objective, you also kind of want to in the research goal paragraph give a sense or a summary of what the approach or design that you’ll be taking to achieve this object. So this may be where you’re doing a randomized controlled trial or you’re taking a more regular qualitative approach or mixed methods approach or analysis of administrative data or whatever might be, but giving the reviewer a quick summary of what is the general approach that you’re going to be using to address this overarching objective. And then also, I want to try to sort of make clear that, if it’s not already clear from earlier parts of the aims, if this approach is feasible or if your team is qualified to carry it out. And so sometimes this is an element in my research goal paragraph that I don’t bother to include because it just doesn’t flow naturally from the earlier parts, or I’ve already mentioned it in some way earlier. But if it does make sense, try to make that clear here about if you have some key preliminary data that you didn’t talk about earlier or if there’s certain qualifications in your research team that really would stand out to reviewers and make them think this is really, makes sense that these people are applying for this grant. And that should probably be mentioned in the research goal paragraph. So for example, if you’re going to be applying for a large, randomized controlled trial because you’ve already done a couple pilot studies and made sure that feasibility is pretty high for whatever the care model or intervention you’re testing. So maybe an example of this kind of statement might be something like, two open pilot studies [unintelligible 32:36] by the PI and project team have demonstrated the feasibility and acceptability of intervention X with patients Y, and a randomized controlled trial is the next logical step. [Unintelligible 32:45] end off your research goal paragraph before you dive into the actual [unintelligible 32:51]. 

All right, now the aims section. So here, this is really, thinking back again to an hourglass model of an aims page. This is the most narrow part of the hourglass. We’re starting to get more into the details of your project. Not the minutia I wouldn’t say, but the important details that make clear to the reader what you’ll actually care out the project and how you’ll achieve the overarching goal we described in the previous paragraph. So in this section you’re describing each aim that you’re going to be conducting to achieve the overarching objective and most likely [unintelligible 33:30] recommend that you enumerate or delineate those aims in some way. So, in contrast to the previous sections I talked about where you have just paragraphs where you’re describing again the state of the science or gap and so forth. In this section here I will try to make the aims or each aim stand out pretty clearly. So almost like making each specific aim its own paragraph or bulleting them perhaps or some way of making them stand out. [Unintelligible 34:03] typically probably have two to four specific aims that you’ll be testing in your project. That’s [unintelligible 34:09] convention, it’s going to vary from project to project, but let’s say you have some [unintelligible 34:15-34:16] that should be enumerated and delineated pretty clearly. And keep in mind the order matters, [unintelligible 34:23] fairly self-evident, but something as one gets into the weeds in their project, or their grant proposals sometimes you can sort of get hung up on all the different outcomes that you’re interested in, or all the different ways you want to measure them and you might lose sight of the fact that what you think or know to be very primary, the most important outcome or aim of your project may not be, it’s probably not going to be critic to reviewers, so the order matter. Usually the reviewer, the first aim they read, they’re going to assume that that’s the primary aim or the first hypothesis or first outcome that you mention in your aims section is what the review is probably going to assume is primary. So if you have a primary aim, make sure you don’t bury it there or put it second or third. Put it number one or even label it somehow as being the primary aim. What aims should do is communicate specifically or as clearly as possible what you’re going to do, how you’re going to do it and what would you expect to find. So in this part you’re trying to get fairly concrete and detailed. And a strong aim should be fairly specific, it should have measurable outcomes and attainable outcomes. This is where you’re starting to really operationalize what you’re going and the approach you’re taking. So those of you who are maybe clinicians, you do clinical work or treatment, you may [unintelligible 35:45] the concept of SMART goals, asking your client to set goals that are specific, measurable, attainable, realistic and timely. So in some ways, try to think of SMART aims is going to also make for strong aims. And the aims that you enumerate and lay out, two to four aims, they should be logically connected in some way. They should all be in service to that overarching objective that you described in your research paragraph just before this. So something shouldn’t be too out of left field of course, [unintelligible 36:18], but one trap to make sure to avoid is to make sure that your aims are not contingent on one another. So basically that’s the idea that you don’t want to get into the trap of where the success of one aim is dependent on a specific outcome from another aim. So for example, if you try to say that we will, in the first aim you’re saying you’re going to identify whether treatment X is effective for this population. Second aim you’re going to say that we’re going to evaluate how to implement this treatment into this particular service setting. In that sense the reviewer might start to wonder well what if your findings don’t pan out in aim one? What if your treatment isn’t effective? Or what the outcome you said that you expected to get in aim one doesn’t pan out, but now you’re saying in aim two that what you’re going to be doing was dependent on that certain outcome. Then you’re really in a trap here. That can really tank your whole proposal, so you want to make sure that your aims aren’t too [unintelligible 37:24]. They probably want to have a logical order to them, they should be too contingent on one another, such that every aim can somewhat stand on its own or that if you conduct that aim, you’d still find something interesting. And I would also try to give each aim some kind of an active title that clearly states what the objective is and relationship to the overarching objective of the whole proposal. And in each of those aims as well, try to give some sort of brief summary of the experimental approach and what the anticipated outcomes would be. 

Because there’s a lot of details in this section I’m going to give you a specific example of an aims section. Or at least one part of a section or one aim from the aims section. This is sort of generic one. Again, I’m a mental health services researcher with a psych background, so I’m interested in substance use disorders for Veterans or increasing access and care for Veterans with substance use disorders. So using an example like that. One way to enumerate an aim if you’re writing a grant on trying to reduce risk of relapse for Veterans, you might write it out something like this for aim one. And maybe the goal of the grant is to try to test the effectiveness in a randomized controlled trial of a new intervention, an innovative intervention to reduce relapse for Veterans with alcohol use problems. So even when [unintelligible 38:37] clearly give a title, aim one, here’s what the aim is all about. You may or may not want to bold it. Then you get to more of the details or operationalize the aim here. So here talking about three and six months post-baseline is when we would be testing this particular intervention, testing outcomes. It makes very clear what the timeline is for the reviewer. And I won’t read these in detail, but example here might give you a sense of how to again create a quote unquote SMART aim in a way that’s going to make clear to the reader exactly how you’re going to carry out the overarching objective that you described earlier. And for some of these subaims or subhypotheses that I’ve listed here, sometimes for each of your aims might have suboutcomes, multiple outcomes. Sometimes I like to specify exactly how I’m going to measure it in terms of the actually measure I’m going to use. That’s a personal choice. Not all grant writers like to do that, but I sometimes like to, if I have a very key measure that I’m going to be using to measure my primary outcome I want to make that clear to the reviewer what it is. 

So moving on and [unintelligible 39:50] get to the summary paragraph. So I would say this is sometimes one of the more overlooked parts of a specific aims page, so once you get into the details of your aims, you might think that that’s kind of what the reviewer need to know and then at that point you’re good to go, but it’s important to think again back to that hourglass model that I described earlier. You always want to, after getting into the aims, tie it back to the larger health problem that you stated at the [unintelligible 40:17] of your proposal and really reiterate what the global significance is of that proposed work. And so in this paragraph here, this last summary paragraph I might really reiterate or remind the reviewer how is this innovative? How is the project that I’m proposing new and different from what’s been done previously? And again innovation is the key here. If your project is too incremental or if it could be perceived as incremental, then it’s not going to be received by reviewers as being worth spending a lot of money on. So remind them of how it’s innovative and make it very plainly stated. And also remind them in this summary paragraph of how this work will impact the target population. So those you’re trying to help with this project. So Veterans with a certain disease, a certain diagnosis. If this project is successful it will improve the health of Veterans with congestive heart failure or reduce their risk of mortality and improve their quality of life. Something like that. Some kind of message that really makes it clear what the impact is of the target population as well as the impact possibly of other key stakeholders of your overall project. This is where it’s sometimes helpful to think about the summary paragraph of if your proposal and hopefully it is. Hopefully it’s responsive in some way to the priorities of something or someone important. So if there are certain legislative priorities that your project can speak to, talk about that or [unintelligible 41:59-42:00] for the reader. If there’s certain national agencies that have recommended a certain type of care or innovation for a certain disease, say the U.S. Preventative Services Task Force has said that care X and Y should be provided for this population, then you might want to note that in your summary paragraph. Or if you’re, for those of you who are, assuming many of you are health services researchers and you have operational partners that are invested in this project, making it clear that your project responsive to your operational partners, if they’ve endorsed this it’s a nice way of ending off the specific aims page as a whole including in your summary paragraph. So innovation, impact, priorities, something you [unintelligible 42:45] really highlight in the summary paragraph. 

And then you’ve hit that point and you can communicate all the information fairly clearly and succinctly, you will have a pretty solid specific aims page for the reviewer [unintelligible 43:02] tell me one. So again, that’s a template or formula that I would try and consider you try and apply using when you’re drafting a specific aims page, but use it with again, take it with a grain of salt and realize that it’s not a rigid template or structure, but one that’s very flexible and you need to adapt based on the story you’re trying to tell. 

That being said, other grantsmanship considerations that I wanted to note briefly. Some basic do’s and don’ts  when writing a grant. And these are things I would speak to, that could probably apply to writing the entire grant but I think also apply particular to the specific aims page. First I would say it’s worthwhile trying to highlight any key concepts, either bolding, underlining or italicizing. You probably wouldn’t want to do what I did here in terms of doing all three of those in one sentence, so it’s important to try to highlight the key concepts and definitions, but be judicious. If you overuse it, it can be really distracting to reviewers. I know some grant writers don’t use any highlighting or any bolding or underlining of their aims page. They find any bit of that to be kind of distracting, but I think a lot of grant writers may find that because grant reviewers can be skimmers because they have a dozen other grants to review that highlighting some really key information can be important. But again, by fairly judicious. 

It might be also useful to try and introduce some key acronyms in the specific aims page. Again, be judicious with that, probably three or four acronyms at max. [Unintelligible 44:40] aims page you may get away with not needing to necessarily acronymize some of terms that you use, but there are certain acronyms that you’re going to be using over and over again in your larger proposal, the research plan that you write. It might be important, even if you only use it a handful of times on the aims page, to introduce the acronym so if the reviewer when they first read this aims page they’ll have that acronym, they’ll have learned it early on. So for example if your project is all about medication assisted treatment for opioid use disorders, oftentimes the acronym is MAT. So you introduce that early on to the reviewer in the specific aims page. 

Highlight any notable endorsements. Again, for those of you health services researchers, if you have operational partner or you’re endorsed by some sort of entity or agency, highlight that when possible usually in summary paragraph. 

Avoid jargon. It’s easy to kind of get caught in the weeds and get the minutia of your area. You may think that reviewers, the ones who are assigned to your grant really know this area well, and many of them probably will, but it’s best to try to not speak at too high of a level to them and try to think, not think, of course they’re smart people and can understand information, but they need to digest information quickly so avoid jargon when possible and speak in fairly clear and clean terms. 

And kind of along those lines, limit multi-clause statements, or sentences rather [unintelligible 46:01] use of parentheticals. So your sentences should be probably one or two lines, two lines at most is probably long enough for a sentence. If you go longer than that you probably have multiple clauses and that’s a lot of information to really easily digest for a viewer. Or if you sort of have a certain broad statement that you want to give [unintelligible 46:19] example in parentheses thereafter, that’s sometimes going to slow the reader down and limit their ability to digest the key point quickly. So if you want to use a specific example maybe just directly say it rather than use a parenthetical. 

Use language that conveys assurance in significance of the work. So I think, especially early on when you’re writing grants, [unintelligible 46:40-46:41] cautious and talk about if this work pans out, if the findings come out as we expect, or it’s possible this work may lead to this outcome. If you are too tentative in your language sometimes you’ll make the reviewers tentative in their impressions about whether you can actually do the work or how impactful the outcome might be. So [unintelligible 47:00] try to speak with confidence and say things like the, the [unintelligible 47:04] research offers a significant advancement over prior research or the target intervention is an innovative means of doing X or Y. So try to speak with assurance and say that, really make it clear to the reviewer that you will be doing very impactful work. 

And then last I would say if possible try to preempt the critiques that you might be getting based on feedback from you collaborators or other people that you share you work with. So something that I don’t often times do or haven’t always done with my grant specific aims pages, but I found sometimes that getting feedback from trusted colleagues that they’ve all identified a common critique that they’re kind of worried about. And if you don’t address it early on in your aims page then the reviewer might sort of anchor their impression of the grant, even if you’re going to be addressing that critique later on in the research plan, if you don’t maybe address that early on in the aims page, that might get lost in the reviewer’s [unintelligible 48:01] research plan. So for example a grant I wrote recently was [unintelligible 48:04] one-year pilot study, some folks I shared it with early on thought, were concerned that this wasn’t feasible to do all this work within one year. But I had reasons why I felt that was feasible because I already developed partnerships with target sites and I felt that some of the work could be done during just-in-time process, so I added that statement to the summary paragraph where I said, the likelihood of successful project execution is high given that the team has already developed partnerships with all target sites and [unintelligible 48:30] launch aim one activities during just-in-time period. So that was something where tried to preempt that critique early on before [unintelligible 48:38] their impressions. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Lastly, and I realize we’re getting a little bit beyond time here, and I want to leave time for questions, so I’ll just quickly lay out this slide here where I really want to get you to think about the reviewer’s perspective, what are they going to be trying to grade your aims page on. So, and this is stuff that usually will be laid out in the RFA or RFP where it says what the reviews should be rating your grant on, but separate from the template that I described earlier, if the reviewer [unintelligible 49:09] they’ll be asking these questions so if you can address them in some sense then you should be in good shape, so. Reviewers [unintelligible 49:15], they’re trying to look at the grant, the aims page and say, does this work address an important problem? Is it significant? Does it build upon extent knowledge in a novel and substantive way? So is it innovative versus just incremental? Is the design method sound? So that speaks to your approach. Is this really the ideal best approach to use? So you have somebody thinks that your grant is really just [unintelligible 49:38] really innovative, that your design or method isn’t very sound or isn’t the ideal sort of method, then you’ll be lose points in approach. Are there preliminary data to support the idea? That speaks to feasibility. And then are you or the project team well positioned to carry this out? So the qualifications. [Unintelligible 49:56] when possible communicate that, certainly in your research plan, but if possible in the aims as well. That will also be helpful from the reviewer’s perspective. 

So really, this is [unintelligible 50:09-50:10] talking about good grantsmanship in terms of drafting a specific aims page. But in terms of actually the ultimately outcome of getting a grant, it really, there’s more to it than that. So you can learn good grantsmanship, but then there’s also issue of timing. Some ideas may not be ready for primetime or maybe certain ideas that weren’t ready at one point in time are really timely now because there’s an urgent crisis going on nationally, like the opioid crisis. So timing is something else to consider and with anything, or a lot of this process, luck is involved. So you oftentimes are just at the whims of what reviewers get and how favorable they’re going to be and there’s always going to be an element of chance and luck involved. But if you can get all three of these elements together, you can be in the money and you can likely [unintelligible 51:02] a successful grant application and be on your way. 

So with that, I apologize for going a little bit over time.  I was hoping to stop at a quarter to the hour, but it looks like we still have at least around ten minutes left so I’ll stop now and turn it over to you all for any questions you may have. And thank you for your time. 

Rob: Thank you Dr. Blonigen. We have one question qued up and somebody asked for the slides. Somebody who joined late and I did answer to all. So if you’re looking for the slides, there’s the link right there in the questions. But we’ll jump right in. This person is asking, if you have any tips for integrating training goals into specific aims for a CDA. 

Dr. Daniel Blonigen: Yes, that’s something important to remember as well. So, and this speaks I guess to what is the actual RFA or RFP your applying for. So in this case, or for many of you I guess the case would be you’re probably applying for a Career Development Award. And so that’s a very specific type of grant that has a certain type of structure and certain type of mechanism that is likely going to be very different from say a one-year pilot study or [unintelligible 52:21-52:24] or an R01. So usually in the RFA there will be instructions about how to serve a layout, what the goals of a project should be. And so I would try to include the train plan if possible or goals [unintelligible 52:37] training plan, possibly in one of the specific aims. Or if it doesn’t make sense there, you might want to include it in the research goal paragraph if [unintelligible 52:48] say that and since that, the structure is going to be a little different from the CDA, but for a Career Development Award there’s really two major elements. There’s the training goals and there’s the research goals. So I think both of those are, they really are equally weighted in the Career Development application, so they really should be both elements of the research paragraph and I would try to summarize them there if possible. I hope I answered you question, but if not please let me know if I can elaborate. 

Rob: Thank you. That person can go ahead and ask a follow up if need be. Next question. What does incremental mean when compared to innovative? 

Dr. Daniel Blonigen: Ah, yes. So incremental. So I guess you want to think of them from the standpoint of is what you’re doing going to move the needle just a tick or is it going to really make a, at least attempt to make a fairly big leap in a certain area of research? So, maybe to make things more concrete, you might think of something like, if you have a certain, [unintelligible 53:58] certain measure used in an area. So say that, for those of you who are mental health researchers, there might be certain measures that are regarded as [unintelligible 54:07] measures, but they might be used having some limitations and maybe not having good validity with certain population. So if you’re saying something like, I want to take measure X and I want to validate it with this population that hasn’t been validated on before, to apply it to a new population, that’s probably fairly increment, be viewed as fairly incremental and just moving the needle a tick and not really being a game changer. Innovative is something where you’re trying to really impact a larger health outcome in a substantive way. So innovative is something that’s probably hasn’t been done a ton before, [unintelligible 54:47] need to have some preliminary evidence of it possibly, but something that at least there’s a fairly good chance that it would take you longer than just one afternoon doing analysis to do it, one way of putting it. So things that are incremental could probably be done in a pretty quick analysis of an existing data set or maybe a simple paper, but [unintelligible 55:16] more innovative, probably going to take multiple steps, it may take a larger team to help you carry it out. [Unintelligible 55:23] some of the elements that I would think about in terms of whether what you’re proposing is really incremental vs innovative. Maybe some other sort of things you might use to decipher whether your project is innovative or incremental is if there is such a large literature on your project idea that you feel like you can’t really summarize it very well in terms of your state of the science section of your aims page because there’s so much done this already, or you have a hard time really identifying the gap in knowledge, or you feel like it’s something that’s very nuanced, that people you get feedback from sort of don’t quite see what’s the new news here, then that might suggest to you that what you’re doing is a little bit more incremental or nuanced. So I think that the gap in knowledge is sort of the part that will help you figure out whether what you’re doing is one or the other. 

Rob: Thank you. We have another question here. Should a CDA be crafted or worded differently than a K submitted to NIH?

Dr. Daniel Blonigen: That’s a good question. I’m not sure how I can speak to that not having applied for a K award, having applied for a Career Development Award. I think the general structure and template will likely be similar, but again I guess you have to think about what is the, who is the funding agency? One is of course the VA and one is NIH and so you’re probably going to be crafting it differently in terms of how you’re describing the critical need. So the critical need for a K award, [unintelligible 57:07] speaking to some NIH agency that has [unintelligible 57:12], that mission may differ, likely differs in some important way from VA Health Services R&D or from the operational partners that you’re working with in crafting your VA Career Development Award. So sometimes the critical need part might be slightly different and you just kind of look at the RFA or look at the mission statement of those two agencies and see how they’re describing what’s important to them. Outside of that I don’t know, I’m not aware of any major differences, but again I’ll defer slightly [unintelligible 57:48] that question not having written a K award before or having worked with others who have written K awards, so yeah. 

Rob: Thank you. That’s all the questions that we have right now. So at this time I’d like to give you an opportunity to make closing comments if you’d like. 

Dr. Daniel Blonigen: Yeah. I would just say in terms of writing a specific aims page, a strong specific aims page and writing a strong grant application in general, it takes a long time. I feel like I’ve written quite a few grants, but I don’t consider myself necessarily, I’m not a senior investigator, I’m more of a mid-career person. But I’ve written several grants and I feel like each time I write a grant I learn something new, I sort of learn new style, not a wholly new style but I sort of discover something, a way of conveying a message that might be a little bit different from the approach I’d taken in previous grants. So oftentimes I’m writing grants, I try to take the template that I used in the more recent ones I’ve written and see if I can apply that to the one I’m currently writing. Sometimes I [unintelligible 58:58] discover there are certain new approaches that I hadn’t used before, but that I learned from someone else or just realize in trying to [unintelligible 59:07] this new grant that it needs a different formatting or a different sort of structure. And so that’s just, I’ll [unintelligible 59:15] just kind of say that you’re always going to be learning throughout your grant writing career I think in terms of how to craft those successful aims page and even for I think very experienced senior investigators, they’re always looking for feedback on their specific aims page, making sure that they’re communicating the project clearly. So it’s actually a career-long process in terms of trying to craft a successful aims page. So realize it will be something you’ll always going to do as you go on, but if you have questions after today I’m happy to address them over email. Feel free to, I didn’t include my email address here, but I’m usually found on GLA just Daniel.Blonigen@VA.gov. Feel free to shoot me an email, I’m happy to answer you questions at this [unintelligible 1:00:07]. Thank you all for joining today. 

Rob: Thank you Dr. Blonigen for you research and for preparing and presenting this important presentation today. I have a feeling that this one is going to be popular in the archives. Speaking of the archives, attendees you will receive a direct link to the archive of this session in a couple days. If you know anybody that you think might be interested in this information please feel free to forward that along. Also attendees, when I close the webinar you’ll be presented with a short survey regarding this specific webinar. Please do stick around and fill that out with your answers. We rely on your answers to continue to bring you high-quality Cyberseminars such as this one. So without further ado, thank you once again Dr. Blonigen and thank you attendees. Everybody, please have a good day.  

[ END OF AUDIO ]


