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Suggested 6-page Research Plan for PRCTRC Pilot Projects

Significance and 
Innovation [Page #2]

ÁParagraph on the 
significance of the 
proposed study and its 
relevance to health 
disparities

ÁParagraph on why the 
proposed project is 
innovative 

Specific Aims [Page #1]

ÁBrief description of the 
knowledge gap to be filled 
with the proposed project

ÁList the goals and the 
specific research 
outcomes it intends to 
accomplish

ÁState the hypothesis to be 
tested

ÁState the relevance the 
proposed project has to 
health disparities in 
Hispanics. 

Approach, Research Design and 
Timetable [Pages 3-5]

ÁExperimental approach for each aim 
proposed + methods (data collection) 
and statistical analysis/interpretation

ÁPitfalls and alternative strategies

ÁTimetable for the project, including 
proposed methods, plans for 
abstract, manuscript submission, and
external funding 

Structured Career Development Plan [Page #5-6]

ÁActivities to be performed + methods and evaluation of outcomes

ÁJustification regarding the plan and the objectives of the project 
and future directions



For More Information 

Valerie Wojna, MD

PRCTRC Pilot Project Program Core Leader 

pilotprojectsprctrc.rcm@upr.edu

Ms. Antonia L. Ortiz

PRCTRC Pilot Project Program Coordinator 

antonia.ortiz@upr.edu787-759-0306 Ext. 227



Developing a strong APPROACH basically requires to answer 5 questions for each aim:

1. What will be done?

2. What are the means to be used to accomplish the aim?

3. What might go wrong?

4. What alternative approaches could be turned to if something were to go wrong?

5. What are the expected outcomes and why are they important?

APPROACH Subsection (defined as simple as possible)

Everything should be made 

as simple as possible.ò 



APPROACH

ÁAre the overall strategy, methodology, and analyses well-reasoned and 
appropriate to accomplish the specific aims of the project? 

ÁHave the investigators presented strategies to ensure a robust and 
unbiased approach, as appropriate for the work proposed? 

ÁAre potential problems, alternative strategies, and benchmarks for success 
presented? 

ÁIf the project is in the early stages of development, will the strategy establish 
feasibility and will particularly risky aspects be managed? 

ÁHave the investigators presented adequate plans to address relevant 
biological variables, such as sex, for studies in vertebrate animals or 
human subjects? 

ÁIf the project involves clinical research, are the plans for 1) Protection of 
Human Subjects, and 2) inclusion of minorities, sex/gender, children, etc. 
justified in terms of the scientific goals and research strategy proposed?

NIH Core-Review Criteria for evaluating applications (updated in 2016)

Investigators

Significance

Innovation

Environment

APPROACH



Writing                 for the APPROACH

http://grants.nih.gov/grants/how-to-apply-

application-guide/format-and-write/write-your-

application.htm

Specific 
Aims

ÅRelate directly to 
the hypothesis

Experi-
ments

ÅRelate directly to 

the hypothesis

ÅKeep plan well 
coordinated and 
focused 

Timetable
ÅShould be feasible

ÅNot overly 
ambitious

Strong 

hypothesis

Write experimental plan in 
sufficient detail that shows 

you understand and can 
handle the research

For New/Early Stage 

Investigators: make it clear 

that the work is feasible in

YOUR hands



Writing                 for the APPROACH

Descriptive detail should be MINIMIZED to the greatest extent 

possible while giving ENOUGH for reviewers to evaluate.

Not too much detail and not too little!

Write SUCCINCTLY; include only MEANINGFUL detail. 

For example:

ÁHow many times need to repeat something before 

reaching statistical significance?

ÁHow will statistical significance be assessed?

ÁHow many subjects will be needed? How was the 

number derived? By power analysis? 

ÁWhat are the controls?

ÅScheduling time each day to write

this section and be consistent

ÅFirst write into bullets, then expand 

into sentences

ÅIf the Specific Aims section were 

developed well, this part should be 

one of the easiest to write



ÁMost of the literature review/preliminary data is shifted  to the Significance part. 

ÁBut technical preliminary results should be presented in the APPROACH subsection. 

They serve the purpose of providing proof of technical feasibility in your hands.

ÁStating in a grant application that you adhere to principles of Good Laboratory 

Practice is a strong indicator that you are serious about the issue of reproducibility.

ÁTwo of NIHôs recent areas of emphasis are: 

(1) rigorous experimental design that will produce robust and unbiased results, and 

(2) consideration of relevant biological variables in such design

ÁThese application/review changes in 2016 come from the realization that not all 

funded results have been reproducible and they want to correct the problem.

Some Changes for 2016 NIH Grant Applications



Overall Structure of APPROACH Subsection

Each Aim: Write in BOLD the title of each Specific Aim (ad verbatim)

Introduction Purpose: make you want to read the details under each aim 

Research Design (methods) Narrative description of what will be done

Expected Outcomes What each aim is expected to produce 

Potential Problems & 

Alternative Strategies

Potential problems that might be encountered and how will be 

avoided/overcome 

Timeline and 

Benchmarks for Success

When the various activities will take place

How you will know if succeeding 

Future Directions Where the outcomes of this project are expected to lead 

Russell & Morrison, 2016
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However, suggestions will be given based on 
examples and multiple references


