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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY – October 8, 2025

[image: ]GOAL: Learn practical strategies for securing research funding from private foundations, including how to align your proposal with foundation priorities

Summary

Investigator Panel featuring Drs. Mysorekar, De Nisco, Gilbert, Izadifar, and Mitchell
Introductions and Brief Statements
· Dr. Mysorekar received funding from March of Dimes and the Burroughs Wellcome Fund. She highlighted importance of pitching one’s ability to answer pressing biological questions, particularly for funding opportunities that are seemingly unrelated to one’s project. Thinking big picture is key.
· Dr. De Nisco explained how her first grant was from the Welch Foundation, whose portfolio supports chemical research. She advised attendees to think outside the box in searching for funding and explore how one could connect their projects to the priorities of alternative funders,
· Dr. Gilbert, who received predoctoral and postdoctoral fellowships from the American Heart Association, shared importance of pitching a scientist, particularly a trainee, who has the potential to continue on in the biomedical field. She suggested to talk to as many people as possible to learn about resources.
· Dr. Izadifar received foundation and philanthropic grants primarily during her training stage, most prominent being from the Gates Foundation and the Massachusetts Life Science Center. For foundations that are vision-oriented and translationally funneled in their approaches, she suggested emphasizing the translational nature of one’s project.
· Dr. Mitchell previously received the OHF-ASN Kidney Cure Transition to Independence grant. She offered to share advice on identifying grants that align with one’s research and, in turn, making sure one’s research aligns with the foundation’s mission.
Audience Questions
· In response to Dr. Maryellen Kelly’s question about where to find different funding opportunities from foundations:
· Dr. Penniston offered the CAIRIBU website as a resource
· Dr. Mysorekar suggested the database of foundation grants managed by the Dean at Johns Hopkins University
· Dr. Kugelman-Tonos directed attendees to the American Urological Association funding page
· Dr. De Nisco pointed out Pivot by Clarivate as a resource to save grant opportunities and receive alerts
· Dr. Izadifar recommended looking into foundations or companies that specialize in areas overlapping with one’s research focus and joining relevant consortia to tap into shared information about new funding, opportunities
· Dr. Mitchell reiterated importance of not boxing oneself into narrow research interests and thinking and proposed societies as funding source
· In response to Dr. Penniston’s question about navigating different research proposal formats required by foundations,
· Dr. Mitchell advised to be strategic and to condense ideas into a small package and align them to the foundation
· Dr. Izadifar advised to not overlook applications that prompt for free response questions vs. the traditional NIH grant applications that require specific aims or detailed research approaches. She also described application processes that require screening (such as letters of intent). In her translational grant applications, she recounted having to justify the marketability of her research and how it fits into larger consortia missions. She suggested attending information sessions for consortia to learn specific details.
· Dr. Mysorekar stressed building relationships with foundation reps and making one’s impact very tangible.
· Other tips were to write persuasively on how one’s research is important to patients, be bold in pitches, get non-scientists to read applications, and not to get discouraged by lower funding amounts.
Foundation Representatives’ Insight
Ms. Kim Hollander is Executive Director of the Oxalosis and Hyperoxaluria Foundation (OHF)
· Ms. Hollander highlighted the OHF-ASN career development grant as an underutilized source of funding
· She drew similarities between OHF funding and NIH in the sense that applications undergo peer review, and the OHF seeks novel, innovative basic science and clinical research projects
· However, she noted that foundations such as OHF may participate in larger collaborations and resource sharing.
· Some foundations may not offer feedback for denied applications, but OHF does, she said. It does not hurt to apply because even without feedback, applicants have a chance to improve their grant writing.
Dr. Johanny Kugelman-Tonos is Director of Research at the American Urological Association (AUA)
· The AUA Office of Research aims to advance urological research and catalyze advancement of healthcare solutions
· The AUA has expanded funding to include established investigators and funds the full pipeline of research development from basic science to clinical research. By 2027, the AUA will offer the Transformative Research Award to established investigators to promote interdisciplinary collaboration to solve old urology problems.
· AUA sources funding from endowments, partnerships with industry, societies, and sections, and draw-down funds.

· The AUA grants application process:
· Program Announcements released 8-12 weeks prior to due date (less time than would be given for federal funding)
· Compliance checks are performed on submitted applications; applications undergo peer review. Reviewers score applications with endowments’ specific funding and eligibility criteria in mind.
· Notice of awards are made, and payments are issued.
· Dr. Kugelman-Tonos urged applicants to focus on solutions and how their solutions tackle urology problems.


Indira Mysorekar, PhD, Professor of Medicine; Chief of Basic and Translational Research at Baylor College of Medicine. Her lab group has made a number of novel and paradigm shifting discoveries in microbiology and microbial pathogenesis of Urinary tract infections (UTIs). After being the first to demonstrate that uropathogenic Escherichia coli (UPEC), the principal causative agent of UTIs, establish persistent reservoirs within the bladder wall that could re-emerge to cause recurrent UTIs, she then identified that the autophagy pathway is a conduit for UPEC to access the autophagosomal niche and that UPEC shuttles with ferritin-bound iron into the autophagosomal and lysosomal compartments within the bladder. Recently, her work has focused on dissecting mechanisms and therapeutic interventions to limit age-associated immune dysfunction and senescence in the aging bladder (postmenopausal women suffer from a high risk for recurrent UTIs and chronic inflammation). Her work is delineating how hormonal changes with age affect the regenerative capacity of urothelial cells.
Nicole De Nisco, PhD, Associate Professor of Biological Sciences at the University of Texas at Dallas and Adjunct Professor in the Department of Urology at the University of Texas Southwestern Medical Center, studies host-pathogen-microbiome interactions that underlie recurrent UTI. The De Nisco lab seeks to inform new therapies for recurrent UTI by interrogating metabolic relationships between the urinary microbiota and human hosts. Additional ongoing collaborative projects focus on developing novel UTI vaccine strategies and new UTI diagnostic tools.
Nicole Gilbert, PhD, Assistant Professor of Pediatrics, Infectious Diseases, Molecular Microbiology, and Obstetrics & Gynecology at Washington University, studies host-microbe and microbe-microbe (bacteria and virus) interactions in the female reproductive and urinary tracts with goals to understand polymicrobial dynamics at urogenital mucosal surfaces and mechanisms underlying associations between certain microbiome states and adverse health outcomes. Her lab employs a variety of small animal and cell culture infection models and analysis of human clinical specimens to investigate UTIs, bacterial vaginosis, and HPV-associated cancers. In collaboration with a bioengineering lab, she is developing novel probiotic approaches to prevent catheter-associated UTIs.
Zohreh Izadifar, PhD, Assistant Professor of Surgery at Boston Children’s Hospital/Harvard Medical School, takes a multidisciplinary approach (integrating advanced engineering, cell biology, biofabrication, biomaterials, and life sciences) to recreate structural and functional properties of human urogenital and reproductive tissues. These conditions, including chronic infections (UTIs, BV, STDs) and tissue abnormalities, are difficult to treat and disproportionately affect vulnerable populations such as children, women, and elderly. Her lab develops advanced in vitro systems such as the organ-on-chip to model urinary and reproductive tract mucosa. These platforms enable investigation of host–microbiome–pathogen interactions and risk factors in clinically relevant contexts, advancing both fundamental knowledge and preclinical drug testing. In parallel, the lab employs biofabrication techniques, including 3D bioprinting and stem cell–based methods, to engineer structurally and functionally viable tissues with the ultimate goal of restoring hollow organ function in patients with traumatic, congenital, or chronic defects.
Tanecia Mitchell, PhD, Associate Professor in the Department of Urology at the University of Alabama at Birmingham, studies disorders that affect the kidney. She aims to identify potential ways to improve the health and quality of life of individuals with kidney disease. She has a broad background and specific training and expertise in mitochondrial function and oxidative stress. Dr. Mitchell’s current research investigates the role of diet on immunity, metabolism, and oxidative stress in kidney stone disease via human dietary feeding studies, animal models, and cell culture models. In addition, she studies the role of immune cells in interstitial cystitis/painful bladder syndrome.
Kim Hollander is Executive Director of the Oxalosis and Hyperoxaluria Foundation (OHF). Having been with OHF for >20 years, she has extensive experience in working alongside researchers, patients, donors, and community members in pursuit of ending hyperoxaluria. Prior to her work with OHF, she was a public school teacher, choreographer, and coach.A recording of this forum, as well as those from many prior CAIRIBU ARCTICS Community forums, is available on the CAIRIBU YouTube channel HERE. Find the playlist called “ARCTICS Community Forums” to view the more than 2 dozen recorded ARCTICS forums posted there.

Johanny Kugelman-Tonos, PhD is Director of Research at the American Urological Association. Before joining AUA, Dr. Kugelman-Tonos was scientific program manager for Goldbelt Frontier where she administered government grants and contracts in support of the Congressionally Directed Medical Research Programs and other government agencies. In this role, she applied scientific, administrative and organizational knowledge for the management of basic and translational science, multi-institutional and multidisciplinary groups, and advancement of treatments through clinical trials. Dr. Kugelman-Tonos holds a Doctorate degree in Pathobiology from the University of Texas at El Paso.
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