Q&A from the Young Physician-Scientist Series
Tips on Writing a Successful K Application

	Question
	Answer

	Mentors

	Should someone with over four years of postdoctoral experience under one mentor find a new mentor before applying for a K award?
	Not necessarily, but you will need to demonstrate that you still have more to learn from this person.

	How important is it for your mentor to have a strong record of NIH funding vs. private grant funding?
	NIH funding is important. They have to explicitly say they can fund this project. The K support is mostly salary with 25-50K per year for supplies, etc.

	Is it a red flag if you have too many advisors? Say I have two co-mentors and 3-4 advisors?
	I don’t think there’s a specific number people look at, but you need a solid reason to have each one of those mentors.

	How many mentors does a K awardee usually have?
	Typically one main mentor; can be co-mentored. And then a mentorship/advisory committee.

	Is there an ideal or balanced number of mentors that should be on the mentor team, or would it be more based on the specific application and what makes sense? 
	It’s based on the specific application and what makes sense for the training and research needs.

	Does having a co-mentorship hurt your K application? How can you show that both mentors are active in your development?
	If both mentors fit, then yes, include them. Don’t try to force anything because it’ll look good.

	Is there an ideal or balanced number of mentors that should be on the mentor team, or would it be more based on the specific application and what makes sense?
	It’s based on the specific application and what makes sense for the training and research needs

	Does having a co-mentorship hurt your K application? How can you show that both mentors are active in your development?
	If both mentors fit, then yes include them. Don’t try to force anything because it’ll look good.

	Publications

	How many 1st author papers?
	Average of successful people have a TOTAL of 10 papers, probably 2-4 first author, but that can be in the past. It is important to have at least 1 with your current mentor.

	When applying for a K award, how are papers that are under review or in press typically evaluated?
	In press is good. Under review would likely not be valued very highly. Archived would be in between. My 1st author related to K was in BiorXiv at the time I got my K. I had a prior 1st author in the environment I was in. but the Biorxiv helped.

	If your primary paper is under review in nature medicine, can you apply for a K award or do you have to wait until it is accepted?
	You can submit a post-submission update 1 month prior to study section if it gets published.

	Timing of the Application/Eligibility

	Can one apply for a K during their last year of Radiation Oncology residency?
	Yes, but you will need to identify your percent breakdown. Some surgeon Ks allow 50% research, but most require 75% dedication to research.

	Does completing a T32 improve your chance of getting a K award?
	Yes, any prior history of funding is good. Competitive Ts matter more than non-competitive Ts.

	Is 3-4 years after your initial faculty appointment (i.e., Assistant Professor) too late to apply for a K?
	Nope! Just need to identify good mentors and gaps that you need to fill. It really depends on if you have a compelling case for more training. You’ll need to think about what the goal of the K would be at that point. If you don’t need training, I would go for an R.

	Does completing a T32 improve your chance of getting a K award?
	Yes, any prior history of funding is good. Competitive Ts matter more than non-competitive Ts. 

	With consideration to previous funding, if an applicant successfully applies for an institutional or foundational career award and then applies for a NIH K award (not a K99/R00) would that previous funding assuming no budgetary overlap be between awards, be perceived as advantageous?
	Yes, prior funding is key and helpful. Yes, always advantageous to show a prior history of successful grant funding


	Regarding courses to take for additional training - do you recommend only courses given through an institution (NIH FAES, grad/masters courses at our home institution) or do things like MOOCs or online courses, etc. count?
	Take the courses that fit what you’re proposing. Just proposing courses for the sake of it is probably not great. Take the courses (regardless of where) that will boost your competitiveness and ability to complete the proposed work.

	Do you think the K99 is suitable for physician-scientist or should go for another one?
	Depends on prior training. Usually a K08 gives you more runway to develop your own science. If you’re at a K99 stage, you can try DP5 or DP2.

	I am planning on applying for a K99/R00 award in the Spring. After graduating I worked outside of academia (state government) for about 3 years, and so I am close to the end of my eligibility window to apply to the K99/R00 (4 years after doctoral degree). What is the 1 (or 2) things that you would recommend as the "big thing" to make sure to do/do well for applying? (since I likely won't be able to resubmit)
	Make the application wholistic, i.e., consistent from beginning to end. Disjointed applications to make each section shine, but without cohesiveness are deal breakers

	Regarding courses to take for additional training - do you recommend only courses given through an institution (NIH FAES, grad/masters courses at our home institution) or do things like MOOCs or online courses, etc. count?
	Take the courses that fit what you’re proposing. Just proposing courses for the sake of it probably not great. Take the courses (regardless of where) that will boost your competitiveness and ability to complete the proposed work.

	Do you think the K99 is suitable for physician-scientists or should I go for another one?
	Depends on prior training. Usually a K08 gives you more runway to develop your own science. If you’re at a K99 stage, you can try DP5 or DP2.

	What reassurance can you give to the grant applicants outside the US given the current political situation in USA? Should we go ahead and apply for any K grant? If so, what advices or guidelines available for such applications outside the USA particularly those of us from LMICs? Thank you!
	I wish we had answers for this, but we really don't know.

	Application Components

	Since a K is a training grant, how different do the Aims need to be from foundation applications and Mentor's R01?
	Talk to the PO - foundation overlap can be 1 aim for some awards. But they have to be different than your mentor’s R01 for sure.

	How important is it that the aims are somewhat independent? I have heard that you don't want to have your aims 2 and 3 dependent on aim 1.
	Dependent aims are a killer. You don’t want to be in a situation where if one aim fails you can’t do one of the other ones. There’s usually a way around it, but that’s where workshopping your aims comes in - get the feedback from your mentors.

	How long should the research part be?
	Collectively the research strategy, background, and career development plan are 12 pages.

	What are the most common weaknesses you see in K award applications that I should be mindful to avoid?
	Not being cohesive. Make sure it all reads well together. and parlays the strengths from one section to the other.

	How important is it that the aims are somewhat independent? I have heard that you don't want to have your aims 2 and 3 dependent on aim 1
	Dependent aims are a killer. You don’t want to be in a situation where if one aim fails you can’t do one of the other ones. There’s usually a way around it, but that’s where workshopping your aims comes in - get the feedback from your mentors

	Other Questions

	What is the maximum funding for the K99 phrase per year? I googled to get $125,000. But our grant financial officer said it is $100,000, which is just direct cost. I am a little bit confused about this. Is it $125,000 or $100,000? If $125,000, does this include direct and indirect costs?
	It depends on the institute. Contact the PO.

	What if we are starting at a new institution after securing funding elsewhere?
	Look for institutional awards, small ones at your institution to get started. But theoretically your mentor at the current institution should be able to help. Have conversations with your department leadership and start applying at the new institution. Talk about your goals for your career and find out what you can do to move forward.

	When having an opportunity to apply to an internal K12 vs external K23, how do you navigate which to apply to?
	Do both. Apply for a lot of grants. It will improve your candidacy and ability.

	How do you know which K would be most ideal?
	K08 = basic/translational
K23 = translational/clinical
K99/R00 = either, but typically these individuals are more advanced than those applying for K08/K23. 
First question is how much more mentored time do you need? If the answer is 1-2 years, you can try for a K99. If longer, K08/K23. That said, many/most people transition to independence at some time during the award (but maintain mentorship committee to assist in transitioning to complete independence).

	Can you give an example of what makes someone too advanced?
	For someone who is too advanced, we might think of someone who has already largely established independence, is several years out from initiating their training, and has already shown competence with the skills covered in the proposal such that the strategy is not enlarging their skillset. 

The idea of being too advanced came up recently - someone wrote in their letter of support that the candidate was already running his own lab.  So that was a death knell.

If the candidate is not proposing to be an improved version of themselves, then it really is a red flag. If that situation applies to you, make it explicit why you need to still be mentored by the same people. What skills have you not yet developed?
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