NIH Grants: New Policies

We assume that the “directive of the
National Institutes of Health” referred
to by Allan Bass (Letters, 10 June) is,
in fact, the 1 March 1966 Policy State-
ment issued by the National Institute of
General Medical Sciences governing its
more than 600 graduate research train-
ing programs in the basic medical and
clinical sciences. These programs re-
ceived support totaling more than $41
million in fiscal year 1966.

The NIGMS Policy Statement was
issued to all current grantees and is
made available to all applicants for

graduate research training programs. In

no sense does our statement direct that
“once a graduate student is put on a
fellowship supported by a training pro-
gram he remain on that program
throughout his graduate study” as stated
by Bass. On the contrary, the NIGMS
Policy Statement contains the statement
that “research training grants are in-
tended to provide a continuous source
of support for the individual trainee
throughout his research training period
in order to enable him to concentrate
on research training, and thereby short-
en the time required.” This is a state-
ment of intent, but not a directive. In
addition to providing a means for the
improvement of graduate research train-
ing capability, our objective is to
provide the opportunity ' for training
program directors to assure support of
a graduate student until his training is
completed. Since the NIGMS policy
permits a trainee to undertake appro-
priate course work, teaching, and re-
search while fully supported by the
training grant, it assures the very flexi-
bility which is described in Wolfle’s
editorial of 1 April. (Wolfle’s editorial
sounds much like a superb justification
for training grants!)

The practice referred to by Bass of
supporting all graduate students on a
training - grant for one or two years
and then transferring their support to a
fellowship or a research grant has sev-
eral disadvantages. First, when a highly
qualified predoctoral trainee, who is al-
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ready identified as meriting federal sup-
port, is forced to compete for a fellow-
ship, or to seek a research assistantship,
he is diverted from his (and our) main
objective, the doctorate, to coping with
the very real problems of obtaining
adequate funds with which to complete
his training. Second, the paperwork
necessary for fellowship applications is
an unnecessary waste of trainee, referee,
review panel, and NITH staff time, when
the training grant has already provided
a block of traineeships (fellowships)
to a program director. High quality
training programs are usually assured of
support for a minimum of five years
and thus the training grant budget base
is much more stable and predictable
than the fellowship program.

In addition, it was never our intent
to provide support for all of the first-
year graduate students in a department,
but rather to provide for the support of
the carefully selected, most promising
ones until their training is completed.

- Furthermore, the implied use of re-

search grants instead of training grants
to support graduate students is a mis-
interpretation of the purpose of the
two types of support. The primary pur-
pose of the NIH research grant is to
accomplish medical research, not to
train graduate students. Students sup-
ported by research grants, moreover, in
order to comply with research grant
regulations, must perform services not
necessarily related to the thesis, thus
materially lengthening the time required
to complete graduate training. Students
supported by research grants are uni-
versity employees and may lose the
freedom they should have in the selec-
tion of their thesis projects. The use of
graduate students as technicians on re-
search projects, in the face of available
traineeships, is, in our judgment, a ques-
tionable practice, and is contrary to the
plea of Wolfle’s editorial. Finally, the
budget for training programs is justi-
fied to the executive and legislative
branches of the federal government pri-
marily on the basis of productivity of
well-trained scientists in the shortest
possible period of time in order to al-

leviate known manpower shortages. The
use of training grants as a convenient
screening device merely to provide sup-
port only for first-year graduate students
was never an intended purpose of the
training programs, and the direct meas-
urable output resulting from such prac-
tices is obviously zero.

Bass further states that the “directive
will unquestionably reduce the number
of graduate students in our department
by a third, possibly by a half . . .” This,
to us, is an astonishing conclusion. No-
where does the NIGMS Policy State-
ment require a reduction of student
support; it merely encourages continu-
ous support. If the funds available in
Bass’ approved training program do not
permit him to carry out the intents and
purposes of NIGMS training programs,
he (and others who might have mis-
interpreted our statement) is encour-
aged to apply for supplemental funds,
on a competitive basis. It is of interest
to note that of over 600 training pro-
grams now in existence, currently more
than 500 are already operating along
the lines suggested in the NIGMS
Policy Statement.
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Directing Public Support

E. W. Price (Letters, 22 April, p.
447) scolds scientists for questioning
public enthusiasm for the moon mis-
sion and claims that decline in public
support for it would lead to “the dis-
appearance of a force that has made
every American a participant and spon-
sor of progress.” From this and from
the “difficulty of placing value in ad-
vance on the outcome of exploration”
I would not conclude, however, that
we should devote the lion’s share of
our resources to a single highly ques-
tionable project.

Unfortunately, programs which are
likely to make a major contribution
to human welfare are also likely to
be controversial just because they real-
ly touch a large number of human
lives and often deal with inequities
from which powerful minorities bene-
fit. It therefore requires a little more
political courage and skill to advo-
cate, initiate, and guide them than to
promote a safe, remote, and largely
irrelevant project such as the moon
mission. But to pick a costly
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