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Early Career

  
        Dear Early Career

      
  
    
      How can I remain positive about my work after the rejection of a grant application?

      —Down-in-the-dumps

      Dear Down-in-the-dumps,

      This is a tough one. After my first NSF rejection I worked very hard to write what I thought was an excellent resubmission which took into account the comments of the reviewers. My subsequent proposal was then promptly rejected with a collection of rather dismissive comments, and it was difficult to think about going through that process again. From a position where now I have had some more failure and a bit of success in the process, my coping strategy is to acknowledge the amount of randomness in the process, and just concentrate on the writing of the proposal itself as an important part of my research process.

      To be more detailed, let’s look at the process from the perspective of a reviewer. A reviewer on an NSF panel often has around 10–12 proposals to read and write reports on in advance of the panel (in addition to whatever their current workload is). The proposals are discussed in the panel session itself, and this discussion is typically summarized in a review. A panel might consist of around 10 people, and a proposal will typically be read by 3 panelists, but other panelists can make comments during the session. Additionally, external reviewers may be solicited for their opinions of the proposal. However, the views of the 3 panelists will be the predominant factor in the final evaluation of the proposal. I am not suggesting there is a better alternative to this system, but there is a lot of randomness associated to it: Some people are overly confident in their opinions on certain areas of research, and others will be biased by how “well-known” the submitter of the proposal is, whether this is conscious or not. It is much more difficult to read a proposal when you do not have direct research experience with problems closely related to it, and some reviewers misinterpret their own discomfort with a proposal as a weakness of the proposal. It could well be that if a proposal just fell into the inbox of three different panelists, then the outcome would be different. Additionally, it can happen that your proposal is great, but the competition is particularly tough that year, and some reviewers focus on creating reasons why your proposal was not ranked as highly as others, rather than giving some constructive feedback and encouraging resubmission.

      Having said this, I do take feedback seriously and try to incorporate constructive comments in a resubmission. My rule is that if multiple reports all point to the same issue, then this should definitely be addressed, as even if I think their comments are completely off-base and the ravings of a lunatic, my proposal certainly did not express itself as I had intended. When I have received comments that were particularly difficult to process about research, then discussing these with senior colleagues that I trust has been useful.

      Finally, remember that the process of writing a grant application is constructive. It can organize your thoughts on your research and force you to do the groundwork on the directions in which you would like to push your research. The work done putting your proposed research into a larger context will help you when you write research papers associated to those problems, and your efforts will help with other documents such as research statements. I look back at my proposals quite regularly when writing papers or thinking about projects to start new collaborations.

      Best of luck with your resubmission!

      —Early Career editors

      Have a question that you think would fit into our Dear Early Career column? Submit it to Taylor.2952@osu.edu or bjaye3@gatech.edu with the subject Early Career.

    
  
Article DOI: 10.1090/noti2913


    


	
	


[image: Ad]

  
  
  

  


  



[image: American Mathematical Society]
 Notices of the AMS · Bulletin of the AMS 

 
   
   Facebook  Twitter  LinkedIn  InstaGram  YouTube 

AMS Blogs

 


  American Mathematical Society · 201 Charles Street Providence, Rhode Island 02904-2213 · 401-455-4000 or 800-321-4267

  AMS, American Mathematical Society, the tri-colored AMS logo, and Advancing research, Creating connections, are trademarks and services marks of the American Mathematical Society and registered in the U.S. Patent and Trademark Office.

   © Copyright 
    , American Mathematical Society · Privacy Statement · Terms of Use ·  Accessibility







 
 
 

