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Is Your Lab Ready for a
Natural Disaster?
If you think you can bypass disaster planning for your lab, consider
the PIs who recently went through tornadoes in Missouri, flooding in
Mississippi and tsunamis in Japan. So now is likely the perfect time to look
over your lab’s disaster preparedness plan.
Reviewing your plan ensures everyone in your lab is on the same page,
says Adam Montella, Vice President of Homeland Security and Emergency
Management at Animus Technology, a management consulting firm that
specializes in emergency and risk management.
“In a real disaster, you might be thrown a curve ball,” he says.
“Everyone needs to know the underlying objective of your plan so you can
modify it during the response.”
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The planning process can reveal the difference between your
institution’s priorities and your own. For example, during a crisis, numerous
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Write a Strong Specific Aims Page
by William Gerin, PhD
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NIH reviewers expect your Specific Aims page to provide an overview
of your proposal and give context to the more detailed material presented in
your Research Plan.
Consequently, your Specific Aims should clearly communicate what
you plan to do, why and how you will do it.
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State the problem you plan to address and its significance to public
health. For example, “Although depression has been linked to recurrent
myocardial infarction, the mechanisms that underlie this relationship remain
poorly understood.”
In addition, discuss what others have done to address the issue. For
instance, “In one large clinical trial, researchers implemented a depression
reduction intervention and assessed cardiovascular events for five years.
But patients in the intervention group were no less likely to experience a
second myocardial infarction than those in the placebo group. However,
follow-up revealed that the intervention was largely ineffective at reducing
depression, so it was a flawed test of the hypothesis.” Note how the author
continued on page 63

Disaster continued from p. 61
laboratories will compete for maintenance resources.
Your staff may have to decontaminate your lab or secure
hazmats. At the same time, facilities employees will be
securing and repairing fundamental infrastructure, such
as power, lighting and roads. If lab windows are broken,
facilities personnel’s ability to fix them may conflict with
your need to decontaminate the lab first.
That’s why some universities in hurricane zones,
such as the University of Texas Medical School,
Galveston, begin to shut down labs prior to hurricanes.
This allows some of the decontamination work to be
completed before the storm hits, and facilities people will
have access to the labs to make fundamental repairs, such
as restoring power and replacing or securing windows.

Drills also help you identify problems you might
not anticipate, according to Heather Case, DVM, MPH,
Director of the American Veterinary Medical Association’s
Scientific Activities Division and Coordinator of
Emergency Preparedness and Response team.
She remembers a drill in which a lab animal
evacuation team discovered their transport cages
didn’t fit into some of the required vehicles. The
time to uncover such an issue is not during an actual
evacuation, Case says.
Although not as effective as drills, tabletop
exercises can help you prepare for a disaster as well.
Call a meeting to discuss different disaster scenarios
with your staff, and brainstorm ideas for reacting to the
various situations. n

Line up your backups
Too often, lab staff fail to back up paper documents,
and a disaster destroys their data, Montella says.
Most institutions have excellent digital backups, but
researchers should have copies of their paper files as well.
Montella recommends assigning an administrator to
scan all papers so they exist electronically. You can then
save these files to a machine outside the lab to ensure
their safety.
In addition to backup files, you should have backup
employees. Line up a replacement for each staff
member, and make certain they know how to perform
the necessary tasks.
“In lab environments, you often have people who
are hyper-focused on one thing,” Montella says. “If
something happens to one person, can someone else step
in and handle their response — secure their part of the
lab, samples, etc.?”

Use drills and discussions
If possible, practice for a disaster with emergency
action drills. These exercises can give your staff concrete
experience that will serve them well in an emergency.
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Specific Aims continued from p. 61
has also used this section to set up the forthcoming
rationale for his study.

Detail your actions
Explain what you plan to do that is innovative and
will move the field forward. For example, “We plan to
test an intervention strategy — which we have pilottested and found effective in reducing depression — in a
sample of post-myocardial infarction patients.”
Describe how you plan to conduct your research. Write a
few sentences that provide an overview of your procedures.
Then, when you get to the Approach section, where you
describe your proposed research methods, the reader already
has an idea of your project’s direction and rationale.
For instance, “We plan to conduct a randomized,
controlled trial in post-myocardial infarction patients
who present at discharge with elevated scores on the
Beck Depression Inventory. In the experimental arm, we
will use a depression intervention that has been effective
in this population. The control arm will receive no
treatment. We will assess depression and cardiovascular
events in both arms at five-year follow-up.”
If you have strong preliminary data, try to find space
for two or three lines.

Stress the significance
Is your approach highly innovative? Does the
project involve cutting-edge methods that have never

been applied to this particular problem? Are you using a
patient population that’s understudied?
Highlight these elements because reviewers want
to fund projects that will make significant contributions
to field knowledge. For example, “This trial will help
describe the link between depression and recurrent
myocardial infarction, a connection that has confounded
researchers for years. Although we will study the
population as a whole, we will also examine specific
subgroups that have largely been overlooked, such as
women 45-55 years of age and individuals living below
the poverty line.”

Polish your writing
Good writing is not enough for the Specific Aims
page; it must be great writing. Remember, your goal is
that the reader understand your entire proposal in that
one page.
One way to ensure that is to have your colleagues
read the page and offer their edits. Tell them you want
your story to be clear, easy to follow and compelling to
the reader.
When you do your own editing, read the page
aloud. This allows you to more clearly comprehend
what the reader is seeing.
Dr. Gerin is Professor of Biobehavioral Health at
Pennsylvania State University, and author of Writing
the NIH Grant Proposal: A Step-by-Step Guide, SAGE
Books (2006). n

Infection Outbreaks: Is Your Lab Protected?
Cases of lab-based contamination have popped
up across the country in recent months. The Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) reported
73 cases of laboratory-linked human Salmonella
typhimurium infections in 35 states between August
2010 and March 2011.
“If I were investigating this outbreak in research
labs, I’d first look at the manipulations the researchers
were doing,” says Mary Ellen Kennedy, Consultant
in Biosafety Inc. and former Director of the Office of
Biosafety, Laboratory Centre for Disease Control at
Health Canada.
“I’d examine what the lab looks like, and what
the containment features are, and whether they’re
appropriate for the manipulations.”

Keep this in mind when inspecting your lab for
safety issues. And take the following steps to prevent an
outbreak at your lab.

1. Perform routine checkups
“The safety culture of a research lab comes from
the top,” says Markus Schaufele, Assistant Director
and Safety/Chemical Hygiene Officer at Northwestern
University. “Universities work on a mentoring model,
especially in research labs. The general idea is that safety
is the responsibility of the lab staff.”
But that approach can cause problems. One person
can bend the rules and train another person, who does
the same. Before you know it, real risks start to emerge.
continued on page 64
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Infection Outbreaks continued from p. 63
That’s why you should follow up routinely to reinforce
safety procedures.
Supervise some individual research procedures directly,
but don’t divulge that you’re looking for safety compliance.
If staffers seem fluid and natural in handling the equipment,
you know they’re doing it when you’re not around.
You should also affirm staff members are taking the
necessary precautions. For example, with bacteria, they
must clean up afterward but also refrain from touching
anything mid-experiment without washing their hands.

2. Double-check existing controls

3. Focus on containment
This is key in high-hazard areas. Ask yourself: What will
people likely bring in and out that can transmit pathogens?
Staff might forget about pens, pencils, mp3 players,
flash drives and cell phones. But any of these items could
be carried in or out, potentially spreading the pathogen.

4. Remember, safety is always important

Examine the following:
• Engineering controls. Equipment and tools fail
with time, so check to verify they’re still working.
• Administrative controls. Do individuals follow
them? For example, are people using “safe”

What safety inspectors look for
Markus Schaufele, Assistant Director and Safety/
Chemical Hygiene Officer at Northwestern University,
says there are several things safety inspectors will do
to make certain your lab is up to snuff, including:
• Confirm all required training is complete
• Review your documentation of who was in
contact with the pathogen
• Interview lab staff to verify they follow safety
procedures regarding engineering and administrative controls and personal protective equipment
• Talk to your institutional biosafety committee to
ensure the plan is adequate and being followed
• Look at shipping and receiving procedures. At
Northwestern, PIs receive training and assistance
with potentially hazardous procedures. “PIs
sometimes need assistance with shipping
pathogens and hazmats, and we often do the
packaging for them because the compliance
rules are very specific,” Schaufele says.
• Check procedures and records for materials
disposal
• Look at personal protective equipment, clothes
and laundering procedures
• Investigate containment. For example, if your
lab is at biosafety level 3, inspectors will want to
make sure your HVAC remained contained and
the air filtered. n
64

quantities of harmful bacteria or chemicals? Or are
they taking more from storage than they need?
• Safety procedures and personal protection
equipment. For instance, are fume hoods properly
fit-tested?

When the threat is minimal, researchers can become
more relaxed about taking precautions. If people feel
handling Salmonella is no more dangerous than handling
chicken in their kitchen, they might think certain safety
measures are excessive.
So remind your employees that contamination doesn’t
only originate from the highest-hazard areas. Precautions
are necessary even when the safety risk is low. n
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Four Keys to Effective Project Management
Many investigators think “project management”
doesn’t belong in a scientific environment because it
inhibits discovery and creativity. But experts say it can
be a valuable tool.
Project management — which involves collaborative
planning and structured organization — can actually
enhance scientific research by saving time and
preventing problems. And you can make it work in your
lab by implementing the following suggestions.

1. Be prepared to reject ideas
“You cannot be afraid to kill projects,” says Adam
Schayowitz, PhD, Director of Business Development
for Biomarker Strategies, a cancer diagnostics biotech
company.
You and your colleagues will have lots of good
ideas, but you can run into trouble if you try to pursue
all of them. For example, you’re proceeding along a
project path, and you realize your work will fit in well
with a colleague’s. So you adjust your project’s scope
to incorporate his idea. But the work multiplies, and,
before you know it, the project becomes too big for you
to manage.
To avoid this pitfall, strike a balance. Remain open
to new ideas, but take the time to decide if they are
worth investigating. Before taking action, ask yourself:
• Will the idea help me move in a productive direction?
• Do I have enough time and resources to pursue it?
Remember, you can always put an idea on the
backburner and consider it at a later time.
“You’re not trying to suppress new ideas,”
Schayowitz says. “You’re just recognizing you can’t do
everything you want.”

2. Consider “rolling wave” planning
Researchers often say planning ahead in a lab
environment is difficult. You’re trying to discover
something that, by definition, is not known. So
determining how long that will take can be challenging.
But “rolling wave” planning is an effective method
for scientific research, according to Stanley Portny, an
independent project management consultant and author
of “Project Management for Dummies.”
The process involves making short-term estimates
of the resources and time needed to complete certain
tasks. Let’s say you have a one-year project. You can
June 2011

plan how you will investigate and measure success.
But you can’t know how events will unfold or the time
every task will take.
Rolling wave planning allows you to account for that.
Although you don’t know exactly what you will do for the
entire year, you can plan for the first month or so. After
that, review your results, and revise your plan, using what
you’ve learned.
“This type of planning gives researchers a structure
to make them comfortable and allows them to assess the
impact if things aren’t going the way they wanted,” Portny
says. “It gives them more control over the project.”

3. Distinguish between known and unknown
elements
Another challenge for most scientists is working with
unknown elements and trying to gauge how they will
affect timelines and budgets, Schayowitz says. That’s why
you should separate the “knowns” from the “unknowns”
in time and budget estimates, and plan for what you can.
The “knowns” may actually be more numerous than
you think, Portny says. You probably already know that
regulatory work, vendor approvals, materials collection
and equipment setup take a certain amount of time.
Planning for those elements can help you use your time
and budget more effectively.
For example, a crucial experiment requires certain
hard-to-get materials. If you plan for this known element,
you can find out at the beginning of your project the time
needed to obtain the materials. Since you know about this
obstacle upfront, you can allow for it.

4. Clarify team roles
Lots of time can be lost if employees’ roles and
responsibilities are unclear, according to Portny.
“If you don’t assign responsibilities and roles, people
will do this informally,” he says. “Then, each person’s
assumptions come forward, and things don’t get done.” n
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Avoid Even the Appearance of Plagiarism
Roughly 80 percent of Office of Research Integrity
cases involve plagiarism, according to Debbie Parrish,
JD, a private law practitioner who represents PIs in
research misconduct investigations.
Although most of this plagiarism is intentional,
there are cases when PIs might not realize they’re doing
something wrong.

1. “Stealing” from yourself
You accidentally use the exact wording from
one of your previous papers in a new one. The risk
for doing this is especially high when you’re writing
background information because these sections tend to
include similar material.
Images also present this risk. You may think an
image that you took, cropped and sized belongs only
to you. But if that image appeared in a publication, it’s
subject to copyright laws.
So get approval for any previously used material.
Publications will usually allow you to use your own
material again, as long as you cite it properly, according
to Daniel Salsbury, Managing Editor of the Proceedings
of the National Academy of Science.

2. Thinking private information is public
Just because something is posted in a public place,
that doesn’t necessarily mean it’s public property. Unless
material is labeled “public domain,” you are committing
a copyright violation if you use it without permission.
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If you’re working with a team of writers, remember
that one person’s mistake can make it appear as though
the entire group plagiarized.

3. Concurrently submitting papers
Some PIs will send a manuscript to two publications
at once, but it’s usually not a good idea. Many publishers
have a policy against this, and they may ban you for
violating it. Worse, dual submission can put you at risk
of copyright infringement.
To avoid this, consider withdrawing your application
from one source. If you don’t, you must let the editors
know you submitted the manuscript to two publications.
And if the paper is published twice, the later publication
must contain a citation for the earlier one.

4. Omitting an author
There’s a fine line between authorship disputes
and plagiarism claims, Parrish says, and the two can
sometimes overlap. For example, in one case, a post-doc
created a chart for a paper but was left out of the final
author list. In another, a co-PI left a project to work at
another institution and was not credited as an author.
Both of these individuals were able to claim their
colleagues plagiarized their material.
To prevent this type of dispute, review the
publication’s authorship guidelines. Understand that
everyone who made substantial contributions should
receive credit. If a person’s contribution is minimal, you
may be able to credit him using a citation or footnote.
Make sure there are no surprises after the fact. If a
co-PI is leaving, manage potential authorship disputes by
divvying up the intellectual property.

5. Forgetting quotation marks or a citation
This can result from using “placeholder” text. You
cut and paste material from elsewhere into your paper,
planning to rewrite it, but you don’t.
“It takes very little to say the wording you pasted
works well and forget it was a direct quote,” says Janet
D. Stemwedel, PhD, Associate Professor of Philosophy
at San Jose State University and author of the blog

Visit http://principalinvestigators.org/time-mgmt-executive-report/
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Plagiarism continued from p. 66
“Adventures in Ethics and Science,” which covers
scientific and research misconduct issues.
You can avoid making this type of error with a
simple trick. As soon as you paste copied material,
highlight it or change the text color. And leave it that
way until you rewrite it or create a proper citation.

6. Poor file management
When there are multiple authors working on a paper,
you might have trouble keeping track of the different

file versions. Citations might get dropped, and material
might be included without your knowledge.
For example, you have the most current file for your
paper. You give co-authors Smith and Jones a copy for
review. While they have it, you make a revision to the
master file. Now Smith and Jones are working on one
version of the manuscript, and you’re working on another.
The best way to prevent this is to use a linear review
system. You make changes and send the file to Smith,
who sends it Jones, who sends it back to you. That way,
you know the final version includes all of the changes.
Just be sure to have a central author who’s responsible
for keeping the master file. n

Effective Feedback to Optimize Employee Performance
To give good feedback, you must describe the results
of your employees’ behavior, says Garrett Coan, MSW,
LCSW, a professional counselor.
You must help your personnel understand how
their actions affect others. And you can do this with the
following approach.

He’s likely well aware of what happened. So there’s
no need for you to say, “It seems you had trouble adding
that special report to your regular duties.”
Instead, let him weigh in on the issue. Say, “I’d like
to discuss that special report with you. Can you tell me
what happened and how that impacted our team?”

Start right away

Add your comments

Give performance feedback as soon as possible after
the problem occurs. In a busy lab environment, retracing the
event a week or two after its conclusion might be difficult.
If you discuss the situation with your employee right
away, you won’t forget the specific details that can help
the person understand his behavior and its impact.

The employee may not identify every issue in his
self-evaluation. If that’s the case, you must pick up the
slack. Explain the problem using specific examples,
Ellig says.
For instance, the post-doc only discusses what
happened on his end and doesn’t address the impact his
behavior had on others. He says he didn’t understand
the assignment, or he took longer than expected to
figure it out.
In that case, you should stress the impact this had
on others. Say, “I understand you had difficulty with the
report. But that meant Suzie had to spend time fixing
it, which took her away from her other duties. And that
slowed the entire team’s progress.”

Use self-evaluation
Ask the employee to describe what happened, why,
and how it affected your entire team, suggests Tracy
Ellig, Director of Communications at Montana State
University.
“Get staff to assess their performance first,” Ellig says.
“Quite often, people will identify their own weaknesses.”
Once the employee acknowledges the issue, you can
address it in a non-threatening way. Plus, you’re helping
the person improve where he wants to, so you’re on the
same side.
For example, a post-doc is working on one task
when you give him another. He has trouble balancing the
two and, as a result, is late completing both assignments.
June 2011

Discuss the future
Once you both understand the behavior’s impact,
you can discuss how to avoid the problem in the future.
You’ll probably need to dig deeper to find the root of the
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• He underestimated the time needed to complete

Feedback continued from p. 67
problem. Start by saying, “Tell me specifically what you
found difficult about this assignment.”
Of course, this conversation could go in many
directions. But here are a few examples:
• The employee didn’t understand the directions.
You can say, “Next time, ask your colleagues for
clarification. If you get conflicting answers, see me
for direction.”

the work. Say, “If you hit a roadblock in the
future, let me know as soon as possible.”
• The worker just has difficulty multitasking.
Offer to temporarily remove some of his other
duties to allow him to focus on a special project.
Or work on scheduling tasks so he can complete
one at a time. n

Submitting Briefs, Proposals to Your Program Manager
When applying for programmatic research funding,
such as for the U.S. Departments of Defense or Energy,
you must submit a brief and a proposal. They may seem
similar, but they have important differences.
But the two have important differences, experts say.
And the nuances could determine the success or failure
of your application.
Once you have developed a research idea and
determined the best place to pitch it, your next step
is to call the agency program manager (PM). If that
conversation goes well, the PM will invite you to submit
a brief describing your idea.
That document should be three to five pages and
should summarize your idea, according to consultant
Andrew DePristo, a former PI and professor. He says
your goal is to: “Convince the PM that the project is a
worthwhile approach to the investigation of an important
programmatic problem.”

What a brief should contain
Describe the significance of the techniques and
measured data you’ll be using, DePristo explains.
Include “measurable objectives and deliverables that
maximize your application’s programmatic relevance
and impact.”
Don’t just list your peer-reviewed papers, although
you should definitely present any preliminary results
from your lab.
“Illustrate how the proposal will help the PM’s
program — and, ideally, catalyze the work of others in
it,” DePristo says. “And, you should review the relevant
literature and summarize the experimental or theoretical
approach you’ll be using.”
68

Your brief should also describe your qualifications
and those of your institution, if applicable, including
facilities, equipment and other relevant resources.
Laura Kienker, a PM in the Department of
Defense’s Office of Naval Research, explains, “A PI
is required to provide a brief biographical sketch for
a proposal — and should do the same for the brief.
When enclosing the biographical sketch ... point out any
experience relevant to the research. A PM does weigh
credentials when considering a brief or a full proposal.”
But don’t overdo it. It’s a common myth, that
finding out what’s most important to a PM isn’t
as important as impressing him or her with your
knowledge and capabilities.
Mark Poth, PhD, Research Director of Competitive
Programs, in the Department of Agriculture’s National
Institute of Food and Agriculture (NIFA), concedes
that qualifications are part of the panel review process.
But he says flaunting your credentials to the national
program leader — NIFA’s equivalent of a PM — “is
generally a waste of time.” The quality of the project is
what matters most.
NIFA doesn’t accept briefs or proposals. Rather,
it accepts “letters of intent” (equivalent to briefs) and
“applications” (equivalent to final proposals) in response
to requests for applications (RFAs). Those applications
are peer-reviewed and ranked by the peer panel. Funding
is made according to the panel ranking. Anyone can
submit an application, but briefs and proposals must be
requested by a PM.
Be aware that not every call to a PM results in an
invitation to send a brief. Another common myth is that
if a PM isn’t initially interested in your work, your best
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Briefs, Proposals continued from p. 68
use of the initial phone call is to convince the PM he is
wrong and should take a brief from you after all.
Kienker says, “If the PM does not request a white
paper (brief) in the initial conversation, it is generally
not worth the PI’s time to try to convince the PM to
change his or her mind.”
At NIFA, Poth says, if the letter of intent
information does not mesh with the program eligibility
and priorities in the RFA, applicants are discouraged
from applying. Applications from ineligible institutions
or those that do not reflect program priorities are
returned without review.

The full proposal
If you’re invited to submit a brief and it results in an
invitation to submit a full research proposal, your overall
goal in that second document is to make a persuasive
case to the PM and scientific reviewers.

Start with a title that “conveys both programmatic
and scientific goals,” DePristo says. Then repeat in
greater detail the information you provided in the brief.
Include a research plan that details background literature
and preliminary studies.
“Do not say that nothing is known,” DePristo
stresses. Do explain the rationale of your approach and
the methods you’ll be using. Also explain your work’s
relationship to potential future studies and to your own
long-term goals.
Kienker says it’s perfectly OK to submit an identical
— or similar — proposal to several funding agencies
for consideration. Just ensure each version lists the
other agencies you sent it to, along with the date of each
submission and how much the work would overlap.
She says, “Once a PI receives notification that an
organization has accepted his or her proposal for award,
the PI should either withdraw the proposal from the other
organizations, if the proposals were identical, or ask the
other organizations to consider funding only the aspects
of the work that are unique and otherwise unfunded.” n

Boost Your Career With Award-Winning Presentations
Want to take your career to the next level? Focus on
presentation skills, says Heather Duffy, PhD, an awardwinning presenter from Harvard Medical School.
“Strong presentation skills allow you to clearly
describe your research and encourage scientific
interactions and collaborations,” Duffy says. “And they
lead to increased invitations to speak both nationally
and internationally, which gets your science out to a
wider audience.”
Here are Duffy’s keys to a good presentation:

1. Know the one new thing to convey
• A clear statement of your main message. For

example, “ATP signaling alters cardiac function
following a myocardial infarction.” Delineate this
clearly in the title, first or second slide.
• Engage and even entertain your audience.
This does not necessarily mean telling jokes,
but a clever aside can make the material more
entertaining for the audience. For example,
Duffy’s slides occasionally include entertaining
graphics that also demonstrate a scientific point.
June 2011

But be sure to steer clear of racy or edgy language
and graphics.
• Get and graciously accept feedback. Thank
people for questions, and engage the questions
seriously, even negative feedback. This will show
you are a good collaborator and can take the heat.
“If your audience walks away learning one new
thing, then you’ve done your job,” Duffy says.

2. Know your audience
• Departmental works in progress: Your audience

will be close colleagues within your discipline,
so you can assume they have a deeper base level
of knowledge. This allows you to speak expert to
expert. Your division or departmental chair might
be there, so you can catch his ear.
• Invited faculty talks to other universities
or industry: Here, you’re likely to address
distant colleagues, possibly outside your direct
discipline. And the audience may contain potential
collaborators and paper or grant reviewers.
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them, as long as it doesn’t pull you off topic. Sometimes,
a brief background at the beginning will pull them in.

Presentations continued from p. 69
If it’s an industry audience, you may want
to focus on the potential business applications
of your work. Your content may need some
contextual information.
• Conference talks: Your attendees will be distant
colleagues and those outside your field, but
potential collaborators and reviewers. Content may
need context.
Duffy notes the audience may not even be there
for your presentation; they may be there for the
talk before or after yours. So if you can show they
can benefit from listening, you may reel some of
them in.
Note: In each case, students, post-docs and lab
technicians — people who work for you now or in the
future — may attend. Tailor some of the information to

Know your slide do’s and
don’ts
Here are some tactics for better slides, according
to Heather Duffy, PhD:
• Use bullet points, not paragraphs. The slides
should allow the audience to get a sense of what
you’re going to discuss in the next minute.
• Text should be large enough that the back row
can read it. If you summarize ideas in a few
words, you won’t cramp the slide with too
much text.
• Give important citations on slides, but don’t
read or discuss them unless they are pertinent
to your work.
• All slides need a title — even data slides.
“If people don’t understand the data as you
discuss it, your title may give them a clue,”
Duffy says.
• Images that include data should be large
enough to read the information. For example,
if you include an image of a cell, make sure the
key components you want the audience to view
are visible from the back of the room.
• Animation should be limited. “Animation
is always fun to put into our talks, but it can
distract from the main message,” Duffy says. n

3. Know yourself
• Am I easily distracted if someone breaks in to ask

a question?
• Am I easily drawn off topic by discussion?
• Do I have trouble transitioning back into my talk?
• Does speaking in public make me nervous?
“All these things can be mitigated, mostly through
practice,” Duffy says. If you’re easily distracted by questions or audience discussion, “you can tell your audience
to hold their questions until the end,” she suggests.

4. Know your time limits
A conference talk may range from 10 to 30 minutes.
Departmental seminars might be 30 minutes. And an
invited faculty talk is usually about 45 minutes with
another 15 minutes for questions.
This gives you an idea of how to organize your
presentation. You’re going to have to explain that “one
new thing” in that time frame.
Tactic: Figure on spending one-minute per slide. So a
10-minute presentation will have 10 slides. That will help
you organize your content into orderly, discrete units.

5. Know the purpose of every slide
• The title slide should tell the audience your main

message.
• Give enough background to capture everyone in
the audience. This amplifies your main message.
Example: Wheat gluten increases gut
permeability and triggers autoimmune response.
This is a potential solution to a problem. So your
amplification explains the problem, then the
potential solution.
• In general, go directly into the data. Discuss
methods when you discuss the data, but not as one
of your initial slides.
“This may not apply to all talks,” Duffy says.
“However, long discussions of methodology
before discussing what you’ve found tests an
audience’s patience. Once they see the data, they’ll
naturally wonder about the methodology, which
you can discuss during this slide.”
continued on page 71
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Presentations continued from p. 70
• Make sure you have a clear conclusion slide that re-

iterates the main message of the talk. “People listen
very sharply during the first few minutes and then during the last few minutes,” Duffy says. “That’s when
you can clearly get your message to your audience.”
• Include a source slide that gives enough information
about you so potential collaborators can contact you.
• Don’t forget your acknowledgments. “This makes
you look like a good collaborator,” Duffy says. “And
in science, collaboration is the way to the top.”

Source: Heather Duffy, PhD, is an award-winning
public speaker in science who addresses audiences
regarding presentation skills at a variety of levels.
She is Assistant Professor of Medicine at Beth Israel
Deaconess Medical Center, a teaching hospital of
Harvard Medical School. You can learn more of her
tips for effective presentations by listening to her
audioconference How to Give an Award Winning Talk:
Preparing an Effective Oral Presentation, which you can
find at http://www.principalinvestigators.org/AudioConferences/audioconference051111/. n

Apply for Funding From Both NIH and NSF
Have you considered the possibility that your research
might meet the funding criteria of both NIH and NSF?
It happens more often than you might think, experts
say. Despite the agencies’ different missions — NIH
supports medical science and NSF’s focus is science
education — the two do have some overlapping areas
of interest.
Samuel Scheiner, PhD, a program director in the
Division of Environmental Biology at NSF, says his
agency’s Biological Sciences Directorate has been
known to share NIH’s interests.
For example, NIH has a program aimed at studying
nearly all aspects of human immunodeficiency virus
(HIV). Scheiner’s directorate is also open to funding
research on HIV, but only if it pertains to the evolution
of the virus.

Can you apply to both agencies?
So how do you determine if your research topic
might be of interest to NIH and NSF?
Talk to the program officers (POs) of each agency,
recommends Michael J. Mueller, PhD, Director of the
Office of Proposal Development at Rutgers University.
Explain how you think your project fits in with the
organization’s missions and programs. The POs will tell
you to what degree you are right, and you can determine
if applying is worth your while.
Before contacting those POs, though, consider the
following examples of epigenetics research. They can
help you decide where to apply for funding.
• Say your research aim is to illustrate the effects
of dietary nutrients on DNA methylation patterns
and, in turn, on cancer risk. You should submit
your grant application to NIH.
June 2011

• If you are trying to identify the mechanisms by

which the interplay of genes influences larger
evolutionary processes, apply to NSF.
• A study aimed at clarifying the means by which
DNA methylation modulates gene expression,
causing a gene’s function to be “turned on” or
“turned off,” would interest both agencies.

Submitting your applications
If you decide to apply to NIH and NSF, don’t send
each the same proposal, warns Phyllis McBride, PhD,
Director of Proposal Development at Rice University’s
Office of Research.
Frame your proposal to each organization in a way
that clearly demonstrates your project’s relevance to the
agency’s mission.
For instance, say you’re studying HIV, and you want
to tailor your proposal to NSF. You should focus on the
evolutionary process rather than the virus itself. Exclude
references to aspects like disease etiology in humans or
equivalent model systems like mice.
You would include this information in your NIH
proposal, however. That agency is interested in the
disease-causing organism and not in evolution.
Although tailoring your proposals in this way
requires more work, it also significantly increases your
chances of obtaining funding.
You must also inform NIH and NSF that you are
applying for funding from both agencies. You can
mention this in the section of your application where you
detail your research support.
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Preparation

“If a PI submits an application to both NIH and NSF and has the
remarkably good luck to receive an award notice from both, he or she would
then have to decide which agency’s grant to accept,” McBride says. “A
number of factors would affect this decision, including the award amount,
the length of the project period and the PI’s long-term research agenda.”
There is another potential outcome, however. It is possible for NIH to
fund some parts of a proposal and NSF to fund other parts.
If both agencies recommend your proposal for funding, the NIH and
the NSF PO must discuss with one another the issues involved. Then,
the POs will meet with you to work out the budget and ensure there is no
duplicate funding.
Example: You’re conducting an AIDS study. You plan to look at global
samples and gene sequences to examine the broad, geographic pattern
of disease evolution. But your study also has a component on measuring
mutation rates within an individual to try to model that evolution.
NIH would fund the portion of your project that focuses on how the
mutation rates affect drug treatment and disease progression within the
individual. And NSF would support research on how the mutation rate affects
broad-scale evolutionary patterns and the reconstruction of those patterns. n
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