
Welcome to the MCB Virtual Office Hours, we will begin at 2pm EST!

Please submit questions by selecting the Q&A function 
available to you on Zoom.

Division of 
Molecular and Cellular Biosciences (MCB)

Virtual Office Hours



Submit your 
questions via the 

Q&A function. 

MCB Virtual Office Hour
Question and Answers Session

*For specific questions about your project,
please contact a Program Director.

Click on the Q&A icon on the 
bottom of your Zoom screen, 

shown here:
A Q&A box should appear on 

your screen. Please enter your 
question or comment in the 

box. You may select to submit 
your question anonymously.



Faculty Early Career Development (CAREER) Program 
(NSF 20-525)

Engin Serpersu,  Matthew Buechner
MCB Office Hour

May 12, 2021



Faculty Early Career Development Program 
(CAREER) 

Next Deadlines:
• July 26, 2021
• Future Years: Fourth Monday in July

IMPORTANT REVISIONS THIS YEAR 
• Eligibility requirements now clarify the required early-

career status of applicants. 
• Besides support for the PI, support for other senior 

personnel commensurate with a limited collaborative role in 
the project is now allowed. 



CAREER Program Aims

• Emphasize the importance of early development of 
academic careers in which the excitement of 
research is enhanced by inspired teaching.

• Provide stable support at a sufficient level and 5-
year duration to enable awardees to develop careers 
as outstanding researchers and effective, 
committed educators

• Encourage faculty and institutions to support the 
integration of research and education, in which 
the process of discovery stimulates learning to 
ensure  quick and effective communication of 
research findings to a large audience.



Submitting your CAREER Proposal to MCB 

MCB Supports quantitative, predictive and theory-
driven research to understand complex living systems 
at the molecular, subcellular, and cellular levels

•Cellular Dynamics and Function
•Genetic Mechanisms
•Molecular Biophysics
•Systems and Synthetic Biology

• For interdisciplinary proposals, contact all relevant 
Program Directors

• MCB contact for general CAREER questions: 
Engin Serpersu (eserpers@nsf.gov)

mailto:eserpers@nsf.gov


MCB Clusters and Contacts 
https://www.nsf.gov/div/index.jsp?div=MCB

Cellular Dynamics and Function

Genetic Mechanisms

…seeks hypothesis-driven investigations of diverse, 
fundamental cellular & subcellular systems, by use of 
multidisciplinary biological, physical, chemical, mathematical, 
and computational approaches.

…supports inventive research on fundamental mechanisms 
involved in the organization, processing, expression, 
regulation, and evolution of genetic and epigenetic 
information.

https://www.nsf.gov/div/index.jsp?div=MCB


MCB Clusters and Contacts 
https://www.nsf.gov/div/index.jsp?div=MCB

Molecular Biophysics

Systems and Synthetic Biology

…supports fundamental research into the structure, dynamics, 
and function of biomolecules, as well as the fundamental 
principles underlying biomolecular interactions, especially under 
physiological conditions.  Research at the interface of biology and 
physics, chemistry, mathematics, and engineering are welcome.

…supports research towards understanding complex biological 
interactions across different scales, to understand metabolic 
network dynamics, complex behavior, and emergent properties of 
natural and synthetic cell communities.  Proposals combining 
experimental and computational approaches on model, non-model, 
or synthetic cells and cell-like systems are all welcome.

https://www.nsf.gov/div/index.jsp?div=MCB


Investigator Eligibility

• Hold a doctoral degree in a field supported by NSF
• Be engaged in research in an area of science, 

engineering, or education supported by NSF
• Hold at least a 50% tenure-track (or tenure-track-

equivalent) position as an assistant professor (or 
equivalent title)

• Be untenured
• Have not previously received a CAREER award. 

(OK to have other research awards) 
• Have not had more than two CAREER proposals 

reviewed previously



Tenure Track Equivalency

Must meet all of the following requirements: 

(1) The employee has a continuing appointment that is expected to last the five 
years of a CAREER grant.

(2) The appointment has substantial research and educational responsibilities. 

(3)The proposed project relates to the employee's career goals and job 
responsibilities as well as to the mission of the department or organization. 

(4)The Departmental Letter must affirm that the investigator's appointment is 
at an early-career level equivalent to pre-tenure status, and the 
Departmental Letter must clearly and convincingly demonstrate how the 
faculty member's appointment satisfies all the above requirements of 
tenure-track equivalency. 

Faculty members who are Associate Professors or in equivalent appointments, with or without tenure, 
are not eligible for the CAREER program. 
Faculty members who hold Adjunct Faculty or equivalent appointments are not eligible for the CAREER 
program.



Ingredients of a CAREER proposal

• An integrated plan for research and education, ambitious but 
feasible

• Compelling argument that project will achieve effective 
integration of or synergy between research and education 
activities 

• Departmental Letter demonstrating commitment to the 
career development of the investigator

• Letters of Collaboration (not of support or endorsement) 
when appropriate

• A budget that is consistent with the scope of the research 
and education activities



Department Head’s Letter

• Commitment to the PI’s proposed CAREER research and 
education activities 

• Description of how the PI’s career goals and responsibilities 
mesh with that of the organization and department

• Description of how the department will contribute to the 
professional development of the PI with mentoring and whatever 
is needed to further the PI’s efforts to integrate research and 
education

• Statement indicating the PI’s eligibility for the CAREER program



Personnel and Budget for CAREER Proposals

• Co-PIs on cover sheet are not allowed
• Request for support of other senior personnel, consultants, or sub-

awards is allowed, commensurate with a limited role in the project 
• International activities are encouraged and may be supported by 

the Office of International Science and Engineering (OISE)
• Programs may support buy-out of academic year time for teaching-

intensive institutions (check with your Program Director)
• Programs may prefer to make awards with budget close to the 

anticipated minimum size (check with your Program Officer)



Letters of Collaboration

• Project Description or Facilities, Equipment, and Other Resources 
must document the nature of all project collaborations:
• Intellectual contributions to the project
• Permission to access a site, use instrumentation or facility
• Offer to furnish samples / materials for research
• Logistical support / evaluation services
• Mentoring of U.S. students at a foreign site, if applicable

• Letters of Support should consist of a single-sentence statement of 
collaboration:
• “If the proposal submitted by Dr. [name of PI] entitled [proposal title] is selected 

for funding by the NSF, it is my intent to collaborate and/or commit resources as 
detailed in the Project Description.”

• Must NOT recommend or endorse PI or project



Five Review Elements
1. The potential for the proposed activity to:

a. Advance knowledge and understanding within its own field or across 
different fields (Intellectual Merit)

b. Benefit society or advance desired societal outcomes (Broader Impacts)

2. To what extent the proposed activities suggest and explore 
creative, original, or potentially transformative concepts.

3. The plan for carrying out the proposed activities is 
well-reasoned, well-organized, and based on a sound rationale, and 
includes a mechanism to assess success.

4. How well qualified the individual, team, and institution are to conduct        
the proposed activities.

5. That adequate resources are available to the PI (either at the home 
institution or through collaborations) to carry out the proposed activities.



Your Idea/Research Question

• Ask yourself and convince reviewers
– What do you intend to do that others want to know?
– Why is the work important, innovative and exciting?
– What has already been done and why is your way better?
– How are you going to do the work to answer the question 

uniquely? 

• Prepare yourself and demonstrate knowledge
– Literature survey and discussions with others
– Get preliminary data for research and education 

components
– If you do not have access to the best facilities, who will 

you collaborate/partner with?



Strengths of Competitive Proposals

• Novel idea/research question
• Well balanced feasibility and boldness
• Research plan addresses the question(s)
• Well justified
• Well written
• The PI is qualified
• Meaningful collaborations are in place (if needed)
• Facilities are available (at the institution or through collaboration)



Most Common Scientific Mistakes

• Work is too close to what has been done before - i.e., Incremental advance
• Project has too large a scope or is too narrowly focused to be exciting
• Proposed methods/resolution/research plan are not likely to yield results 
that will address the stated goals of the project

• The experiment/theoretical/analytical design is flawed
• Resources not available or PI does not have demonstrated expertise in it
• Potential pitfalls and alternate strategies are not described
• Alternate interpretation of data is ignored
• The PI has not been very productive either during or since his/her Ph.D.



Educational Component - Critical for Success

• The education activities must be well integrated with the research
• Use institutional activities relevant to your research
• Plans should reflect your disciplinary and educational interests and goals, as well 

as the needs of your organization
• Demonstration of previous results with successful education activities is a plus
• Who will benefit from the proposed activities?
• Assessment Plan to show that these activities are effective.
• A wide range of research and education activities are appropriate for the 

CAREER program
• Some investigators may wish to pursue an additional activity such as 

entrepreneurship, industry partnerships, or policy that enhances their research 
and education plans



Most Common Mistakes (Educational)

• Education component is generic and what is expected of any PI in 
your field - one more student in your lab is not enough!

• Unrealistic education activity - “This work will revolutionize K-12 
education in the state of X"

• Reinventing the wheel - another blog, another website
• Research and education plans are not integrated
• Lack of understanding of what is effective in education

A literature search helps here, too.



Proposal Appearance

• This is a proposal and not a manuscript - Know the difference
• All parts of the proposal help communicate your ideas to the reviewers 

and Program Directors 
• Do not compress the font or squeeze the margins (RWR) - use your 15-

page Project Description wisely
• Embed the figures correctly and make it look good on the page

[Save as PDF before sending to your Grants Office] 
• The care you take with this proposal communicates the care you will take 

with your research and education program
• If you have trouble writing well - Take a class!



Basis for Funding Decision

• Peer Review
– Content of the review is more important than rating
– Panel Summary shows what aspects of your proposal were considered 

most important for that rating.
– Program Director analyzes:  Fairness and substance of the reviews; 

technical issues raised (can they be resolved swiftly and easily); 
reviewers’ enthusiasm for the project; additional feedback from 
reviewers/panels or other program directors; sometimes also clarification 
from the PI if needed

• Portfolio Balance 
– Research and education topics and their integration; potential for 

transformative impact in both; priority or timeliness of the area of 
research and systems; demographics of the PI population and diversity of 
institution types; stage of the career development of the PI; geographic 



Declination is a Part of the Process

• Stay Calm and Do NOT Get Discouraged!
• Read the reviews and Panel Summary more than once
• Ask others to interpret the reviews for you
• Reflect on your next moves after you have had time to digest the feedback 
(Reviews, Panel Summary, PD Comments, Context Statement)

• Contact your Program Director
• Resubmit after addressing significant weaknesses

• Do you need more preliminary data?
• What were the common themes in the reviews?
• Is one component better than another?
• Are there significant strengths that you can build upon for resubmission?



Questions?

https://www.nsf.gov/crssprgm/career/contacts.jsp

CAREER Program Contacts

CAREER Solicitation

https://www.nsf.gov/pubs/2020/nsf20525/nsf20525.htm

https://www.nsf.gov/crssprgm/career/contacts.jsp
https://www.nsf.gov/pubs/2020/nsf20525/nsf20525.htm


Next MCB Virtual Office Hours (2-3 pm EST): 

Wed, June 9th, 2021

Topic: How to Write a Great NSF Proposal

MCB Virtual Office Hour

https://mcbblog.nsfbio.com/office-hours/

https://mcbblog.nsfbio.com/office-hours/




Proposal Life-cycle

Check

Scientific Review 

Decision

Make award 
recommendation

Business Review

Division Director ConcurReceive proposals



CAREER or Regular Proposal?

• CAREER proposals are single-PI projects that include research 
and education activities that are integrated, innovative, and 
ambitious.

• CAREER proposals require a letter of support from the 
Department Chair.

• The CAREER program’s aims are lofty – CAREER awards are a 
lot of work.

• Have you demonstrated commitment to both research and 
education?


	Slide Number 1
	Slide Number 2
	Faculty Early Career Development (CAREER) Program �(NSF 20-525)
	Faculty Early Career Development Program �(CAREER) 
	CAREER Program Aims
	Submitting your CAREER Proposal to MCB 
	MCB Clusters and Contacts https://www.nsf.gov/div/index.jsp?div=MCB�
	MCB Clusters and Contacts �https://www.nsf.gov/div/index.jsp?div=MCB�
	Investigator Eligibility
	Tenure Track Equivalency
	Ingredients of a CAREER proposal
	Department Head’s Letter
	Personnel and Budget for CAREER Proposals
	Letters of Collaboration
	Five Review Elements
	Your Idea/Research Question
	Strengths of Competitive Proposals
	Most Common Scientific Mistakes
	Educational Component - Critical for Success
	Most Common Mistakes (Educational)
	Proposal Appearance
	Basis for Funding Decision
	Declination is a Part of the Process
	Questions?
	Slide Number 25
	Slide Number 26
	Proposal Life-cycle
	CAREER or Regular Proposal?

