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Dear NIH Postbac:

This is an exciting time to be a biomedical researcher. Molecular biology and genetics are providing novel
insights into human disease, and new technologies are enhancing our ability to understand the complex
interplay between genes and environment. We recognize the importance of interdisciplinary research
teams and are harnessing the powers of biology, chemistry, physics, computer science, bioinformatics, and
the social/behavioral sciences to improve human health globally. Research from bench to bedside - and
back again - will be an increasing reality during your scientific career.

Your postbac experience is the start of your professional career. Over the years, you will be expected to
think and act with increasing independence. Even at this early stage, while senior investigators in your lab
may provide some guidance, you will be expected to take responsibility for many things. For example, you
will be expected to set your own schedule, actively seek learning opportunities, design and interpret your
own experiments, and present your results in informal and formal settings. You may be learning a new field,
new jargon, new technologies, and even a new work culture. At the same time you must make important
decisions about your future, and some of you will navigate the academic application and interview process
while juggling full-time research. To do all of this successfully, and to make the most of your time at NIH, we
encourage you to take advantage of the many resources we provide to help you build a strong foundation
for your scientific career.

The Office of Intramural Training & Education (OITE) supports the postbac community at NIH. We are here
to facilitate all aspects of your training — from helping you get settled to helping you complete a successful
NIH experience to sending you off on your next educational adventure. We have created this handbook as a
single source of information to help you make the most of your scientific and professional opportunities. We
hope that you find it easy to navigate and its content useful. We are happy to answer your questions, advise
you of resources available to the NIH community, and link you to postbacs and other trainees at NIH. We
hope you will participate in many scientific, academic, and professional development activities at the NIH;
the research, interpersonal, and professional skills you develop here will be the foundation for your future
career success.

Once again, welcome to the NIH. We hope you will become a vital contributor to the NIH community and
that you will leave your personal mark on your group and the institution. We look forward to meeting you,
discussing your scientific interests, and working with you as you develop the skills needed to become a
leader in the biomedical research community.

Sincerely,

/Sharon L. Milgram/
Sharon L. Milgram, PhD
Director, OITE
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SECTION I:
INTRODUCTION

WHAT IS A POSTBAC ANYWAY?

We are including under the term “postbac” individuals who have recently completed a

bachelor’s (or in some cases a master’s) degree and are spending a year (or possibly two)

in the NIH Intramural Research Program (IRP), i.e., at the NIH, conducting biomedical

research while applying to graduate or professional school. Individuals participating in

either the Postbaccalaureate Intramural Research Training Award (IRTA) program or the

Cancer Research Training Award (CRTA) program in the National Cancer Institute meet

these criteria. Individuals who received support from the Undergraduate Scholarship

Program (UGSP) during their college years, have received their bachelor’s degrees,

and are completing their payback obligations by conducting biomedical research in

the NIH IRP are also considered postbacs for the purposes of this handbook.
E—
(v V)
-

Regardless of what you are called, you all have in common the (relatively) recent completion
of a bachelor’s or master’s degree, a commitment to a short-term biomedical research
experience in the NIH IRP, and the opportunity to be a contributing member of the scientific
community at the NIH.

This is your chance to see what it feels like to be a scientific researcher. You will be working
on your project full-time (or more than full-time). Your Pl will be depending on you and your
results, often to the same extent that they depend on the graduate students and postdocs
in the research group.

NIH Postbac Handbook | 1



SECTION I: INTRODUCTION

THE OFFICE OF INTRAMURAL
TRAINING & EDUCATION

The Office of Intramural Training and Education (OITE)
works jointly with NIH Institutes and Centers (ICs) to
ensure a rewarding experience in the NIH Intramural
Research Program. OITE supports trainee commitment
to research while providing training in relevant career
development activities. OITE staff are also available

to support trainee mental health and wellbeing and to
help resolve any problems that might arise during your
time at NIH.

The OITE website describes many of the postbaccalaureate
programs available and tips for getting off to a good start.

OITE, located on the second floor of Building 2 on the main
NIH campus in Bethesda, is open Monday-Friday, 8 a.m. to
5 p.m. OITE invites trainees to schedule virtual or in-person
meetings to discuss any issues. Please email OITE to
schedule a meeting.

POSTBAC ORIENTATION: GETTING WHAT
YOU CAME FOR

All new postbacs are strongly encouraged to attend
postbac orientation sessions, which are scheduled
throughout the year. Check the OITE website or ask your IC
training office for information on date, time, and location.
Plan also to attend any orientation events in your IC and get
to know the training director there.

OITE YOUTUBE CHANNEL

Check out the OITE YouTube Channel, which contains
videos and other training materials designed to help with
your professional development. New materials are added all
the time. Videos include information about NIH intramural
research programs; mental health and well-being; personal
and professional development; graduate and professional
school preparation; leadership and mentorship; and career
advancement and exploration.

2 | NIH Postbac Handbook

OITE CAREER SERVICES CENTER

The OITE Career Services Center serves all trainees in the
NIH intramural community and provides trainees with
resources and information about the many jobs and career
paths available, both at and away from “the bench.” OITE
career counselors and educational advisors run workshops,
lead small group discussions, and schedule individual
appointments open to all trainees. These activities assist
trainees in self-assessment, career exploration, educational
applications, goal setting, and finding positions.

OITE Staff include:

Career counselors, who can assist you with analyzing
your strengths, weaknesses, and values; help you

write resumes and CVs; provide information on career
options; and coach you through the job search process
Counselors and wellness advisors who can aid in
developing a more assertive presence, dealing with
interpersonal conflicts that might arise in your research
group, managing time and/or stress, and handling more
personal issues

Pre-professional and pre-graduate advisors, who can
talk with you about the decision to go to graduate or
professional (e.g. medical) school, choosing schools and
programs, strategies for taking the MCAT, filling in gaps
in your credentials, writing personal statements, and
preparing for interviews.

Appointments with OITE career counselors and educational
advisors can be scheduled on the OITE website. Contact
your pre-grad advisor directly to schedule a meeting.
Appointments with wellness advisors can be scheduled

by email. All appointments can be made for in-person or
virtual meetings.

Efforts of the Career Services Center staff are
supplemented by the OITE Career Library, which is housed
on the second floor of Building 2 in Bethesda. The OITE
Career Library is a "branch” of the NIH Library. To search
the OITE Career Library collection online, go to the NIH
Library website and choose “Online Catalog” under the
“Resources” tab.


https://www.training.nih.gov
https://www.training.nih.gov/trainees/postbacs
https://www.training.nih.gov/trainees/postbacs
mailto:oite@mail.nih.gov
https://www.training.nih.gov/postbac_orientation
https://www.youtube.com/c/NIHOITE
https://www.training.nih.gov/career_services/appointments
mailto:oite-wellness@mail.nih.gov
https://www.nihlibrary.nih.gov/
https://www.nihlibrary.nih.gov/
https://onesearch.nihlibrary.ors.nih.gov/discovery/search?vid=01NIH_INST:CMS&lang=en

Career Libraries are also located in Baltimore in the
Biomedical Research Center (BRC), Room 04B409B for NIA
and Room 2A641 for NIDA, and in Frederick in the Science
Library, Building 549. The NIEHS campus library is located
on the Research Triangle Campus in Building 101 and offers
virtual resources available on the NIEHS Intranet. NIAID
also houses a library at Rocky Mountain Labs in Room A313
of the quad building.

PRE-MED AND PRE-GRAD RESOURCES

While conducting high-level research at NIH, many
postbacs apply to graduate or professional (medical/dental/
veterinary/nursing/pharmacy) school. OITE offers resources
to facilitate this process. Check the OITE events page for
new seminars and the OITE YouTube page for recordings of
past events.

In addition to seminars, OITE pre-professional and pre-
graduate advisors can talk with you about deciding where
to apply, crafting your application, writing a personal
statement, preparing for the MCAT, and interviewing.
The OITE Career Services Center includes pre-grad and
pre-med information and resources, including application
requirements, timelines, and best practices.

OITE CAREERS BLOG
The OITE Careers Blog was established to:

Increase awareness of OITE services among trainees
Respond to frequently asked questions and offer
guidance related to the career planning and job
search process

Share new and updated career information and
resources with all NIH trainees

Visit the Careers Blog page and click on the SUBSCRIBE
button to receive a weekly blog post.

WHO'S WHO IN OITE?

OITE encompasses several biomedical research
training programs, including: the Postbaccalaureate
and Summer Research Program, the Graduate
Partnerships Program, and the Office of Postdoctoral
Services.

The OITE Contact page provides contact information
for inquiring about specific training programs.

The OITE Staff Directory provides current contact
information for specific staff members.

NIH Postbac Handbook
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SECTION I: INTRODUCTION

WHAT IS NIH?

NIH OVERVIEW

Founded in 1887, the National Institutes of Health (NIH) is
one of the world's foremost medical research centers and
the federal focal point for medical research in the United
States. NIH is the steward of medical and behavioral
research for the nation. Its mission is to seek fundamental
knowledge about the nature and behavior of living systems
and to apply that knowledge to enhance health, lengthen
life, and reduce illness and disability.

The goals of NIH are to:

Foster fundamental creative discoveries, innovative
research strategies, and their applications as a basis for
ultimately protecting and improving health

Develop, maintain, and renew scientific human

and physical resources that will assure the nation’s
capability to prevent disease

Expand the knowledge base in medical and associated
sciences to enhance the nation’s economic wellbeing
and ensure a continued high return on public
investment in research

Exemplify and promote the highest level of scientific
integrity, public accountability, and social responsibility
in the conduct of science.

In realizing these goals, NIH provides leadership and
direction to programs designed to improve the health of
the nation by conducting and supporting research in:

Causes, diagnosis, prevention, and cure of

human diseases

Processes of human growth and development

Biological effects of environmental contaminants

Understanding mental, addictive, and physical disorders
«  Programs for the collection, dissemination, and

exchange of information in medicine and health,

including the development and support of medical

libraries and the training of medical librarians and other

health information specialists

4 | NIH Postbac Handbook

NIH INSTITUTES AND CENTERS

NIH is one of the 12 agencies of the U.S. Department of
Health and Human Services (HHS), along with the Food
and Drug Administration (FDA), the Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention (CDC), and the Centers for Medicare
and Medicaid Services (CMS). NIH comprises 27 separate
Institutes and Centers (ICs) and the Office of the Director
(OD). Each IC has its own mission of supporting biomedical
research and training, in the intramural (at NIH or an NIH
campus) and/or extramural (at universities and research
institutes worldwide) communities. All but three ICs receive
funding directly from Congress and administer their own
budgets. The 27 ICs are listed below. Those shown in bold
type participate in the Intramural Research Program.

CC—NIH Clinical Center

CIT—Center for Information Technology
CSR—Center for Scientific Review
FIC—John E. Fogarty International Center

NCATS—National Center for Advancing Translational
Sciences

NCCIH—National Center for Complementary and
Integrative Health

NCI—National Cancer Institute

NEI—National Eye Institute

NHGRI—National Human Genome Research Institute
NHLBI—National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute
NIA—National Institute on Aging

NIAAA—National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and
Alcoholism

NIAID—National Institute of Allergy and Infectious
Diseases

NIAMS—National Institute of Arthritis and Musculoskeletal
and Skin Diseases



NIBIB—National Institute of Biomedical Imaging and
Bioengineering

NICHD—Eunice Kennedy Shriver National Institute of Child
Health and Human Development

NIDA—National Institute on Drug Abuse

NIDCD—National Institute on Deafness and Other
Communication Disorders

NIDCR—National Institute of Dental and Craniofacial
Research

NIDDK—National Institute of Diabetes and Digestive and
Kidney Diseases

NIEHS—National Institute of Environmental Health
Sciences

NIGMS—National Institute of General Medical Sciences
NIMH—National Institute of Mental Health

NIMHD—National Institute on Minority Health and Health
Disparities

NINDS—National Institute of Neurological Disorders and
Stroke

NINR—National Institute of Nursing Research
NLM—National Library of Medicine
OD—Office of the Director

ACRONYMS

Here is a list of other acronyms commonly used at NIH:
ACUC—Animal Care and Use Committee
AO—Administrative Officer

CAN—Common Accounting Number

CCSEP—Community College Summer Enrichment Program
CIT—Center for Information Technology

CRTA—Cancer Research Training Award

C-SOAR—College Summer Opportunity to
Advance Research

CV—Curriculum Vitae

DDIR—Deputy Director for Intramural Research
EAP—Employee Assistance Program

EDI—Office of Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion

EEO—Equal Employment Opportunity

FAES—Foundation for Advanced Education in the Sciences

FNIH—Foundation for NIH

FTE—Full-Time Equivalent

FY—Fiscal Year

GDSSP-Graduate Data Science Summer Program
GPP—Graduate Partnerships Program

G-SOAR—Graduate Summer Opportunity to
Advance Research

HHS—Department of Health and Human Services

HiSTEP—High School Scientific Training &
Enrichment Program

IC—Institute/Center

IRP—Intramural Research Program
IRTA—Intramural Research Training Award
NED—NIH Enterprise Directory

NRC—National Research Council

NSF—National Science Foundation
OHRM—O0ffice of Human Resources Management
OHSR—Office of Human Subjects Research
OIR—Office of Intramural Research, OD, NIH
OITE—Office of Intramural Training & Education
OITE-PEP — OITE Postbac Enrichment Program
OMS—Occupational Medical Service
OPM—Office of Personnel Management
ORF—Office of Research Facilities

ORS—Office of Research Services
ORWH—Office of Research on Women'’s Health
Pl—Principal Investigator

PIV—Personal Identity Verification
SD—Scientific Director

SEEP—Student Educational Employment Program
SIP—Summer Internship Program

TSP—Thrift Savings Plan
UGSP—-Undergraduate Scholarship Program
VF—Visiting Fellow

WALS—Wednesday Afternoon Lecture Series

See also the NIH comprehensive list of acronyms and
abbreviations

NIH Postbac Handbook
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NIH CAMPUSES

The main NIH campus is in Bethesda, Maryland, 10 miles
from the center of Washington, DC. Important offices
located on the Bethesda campus include the Office of
the Director, the Office of Intramural Research, and the
Office of Intramural Training & Education, which oversees
NIH-wide training. Many research facilities, offices, and
institutional resources are spread across more than 300
acres, in over 75 buildings, on the Bethesda campus.

Many NIH scientists conduct research in laboratories
located on the main campus in Bethesda, but others work
on NIH campuses across the country. Other NIH facilities
where students may train include:

Framingham Heart Study of NHLBI in
Framingham, MA

NIA and NIDA in the Biomedical Research Center,
in Baltimore, MD

Twinbrook Cluster, Executive Plaza, and
Shady Grove in Rockville, MD, less than
eight miles from the NIH Bethesda campus

NCI Frederick, National Laboratory for
Cancer Research in Frederick, MD

NIH Animal Center in Poolesville, MD

NIEHS facility in Research Triangle Park, NC

NIAID Rocky Mountain Laboratories in
Hamilton, MT

NIDDK Phoenix Epidemiology and Clinical
Research Branch in Phoenix, AZ

6 | NIH Postbac Handbook



UNDERSTANDING INSTITUTE/CENTER
ORGANIZATION AND ADMINISTRATION

NIH consists of Institutes and Centers (ICs), like the
schools/colleges found in many academic institutions.

All NIH principal investigators (Pls) have a primary
appointment in one IC; this IC provides research and office
space, funding, and administrative support for the research
group and is the “intellectual home” for all personnel
there. Like faculty at universities, NIH Pls can have joint
appointments in other ICs. Mechanisms to facilitate
interaction across ICs have been formalized so that
scientists and clinicians with common interests can easily
interact and collaborate.

IC intramural research programs are organized as follows:

Individual tenured or tenure-track Pls head their own
units/labs/research groups, which include trainees,
technicians, staff scientists, and administrative support
personnel.

Multiple units form a section, which is headed by a
section chief.

A lab or branch, headed by a lab or branch chief,
consists of two or more sections and possibly one or
more additional units. Large labs and branches may
include 10 to 12 Pls, but in general, a lab or branch
consists of four to eight Pls. Originally, branches had at
least one clinical investigator, while labs housed basic
scientists only; this distinction has somewhat fallen by
the wayside.

unit/lab/

research
group

Upon joining a lab/group, you become a member of

your PI's IC, with access to the scientific resources,
including core facilities, scientific seminars, retreats, and
professional development activities organized by the IC. IC
administrators handle many day-to-day details including
ID badge procurement, building access, travel, computer
support, and email so it is important to meet these
individuals as soon as possible.

Some key IC personnel are listed below:

Scientific Director: The scientific director (SD) heads each
IC's Intramural Research Program; the deputy scientific
director(s), branch chiefs, and lab chiefs typically work
closely with the SD to develop and maintain a strong
research environment in the IC. The SD, deputy SDs,
branch chiefs, and lab chiefs are senior scientists who can
provide information about the IC and about science in
general. Although they will be very busy, try to meet these
individuals at IC seminars, retreats, and training meetings.

Training Director: The training director is responsible for
organizing programs and providing additional mentoring
for trainees in an IC. Not all ICs have full-time training
directors, but most have one or more individuals who
coordinate specific programs and activities for trainees.
Try to meet the training staff in your IC and to learn about
opportunities open to trainees, such as workshops and
trainee retreats. OITE maintains an up-to-date list of
training directors.

Administrative Officer: An administrative officer (AO)
supports and coordinates many functions related to

the overall IC operation, including finances, budgets,
procurement, human resources, trainee support, space,
facilities management, and travel. When joining a research
group, you will be assigned an AO in your IC who can provide
information on funding and many other issues that may
arise, including renewal of awards, health insurance, and
travel. It is important to build a good relationship with the
AQs in your IC; visit them “early and often” and respect the
many responsibilities they manage.

Travel Planner: The travel planner works under an AO to
help personnel with the paperwork required for work-related
travel, including travel to scientific meetings, IC retreats,
and other work-related events. The title will vary from IC to
IC, but will be some version of program assistant, program
manager, or administrative assistant. Ask your Pl/group
mentor to introduce you to the group travel planner well

in advance of any scheduled travel, as government travel
rules are complex, and any travel requires considerable
advance preparation.
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WHO CONDUCTS RESEARCH AT NIH? Postdoctoral Fellows: Approximately 2,800 scientists who
have recently received a doctoral degree are continuing

Labs/research groups at NIH vary greatly in size. A small their research training at NIH.

group may have only a half dozen staff members, while a
large group may include 30. Graduate Students: NIH hosts more than 400 graduate
students each year. They complete their coursework at and
receive their degrees from their university and conduct all
Principal Investigators: Principal investigators (Pls) or part of their dissertation research at NIH.

hold doctoral degrees. Pls run their own labs/groups
and have the authority to hire scientists working in
their group. About 1,100 Pls work in the NIH intramural
research program. Postbaccalaureate (Postbac) Trainees: This group includes
you! The NIH intramural research program typically hosts
approximately 1,700 postbacs.

Your group may include some or all the following:

Medical/Dental Students: Medical/dental students
conduct research or complete clinical electives at NIH.

Staff Scientists: Staff scientists generally hold a doctoral
degree, work with a Pl or as core directors, and often
supervise and mentor trainees. Summer Interns: Each summer, more than 1,200 high
school, college, graduate, and professional students spend

Clinical Fellows: NIH host imately 300 clinical
inical eflows OSts approximately clinica eight to 10 weeks working in intramural research groups.

fellows at any one time to provide clinical services and to
con