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Part 1: Introduction 
Research is stronger when it reflects the experiences and needs of the people it 
aims to help. This guide was developed to support patient reviewers – individuals 
with lived experience as patients, previvors, loved ones, or advocates – in reading 
and evaluating cancer research grant proposals. Whether you are new to research 
or have reviewed grants before, this guide offers a clear, structured approach to: 

 Understanding what a grant proposal is 
 Identifying what matters most to patients 
 Scoring and providing constructive feedback  
 Navigating common research methods and scientific language 
 Recognizing high-impact, patient-centered studies 

You do not need to be a scientist – your lived experience is your expertise. Your 
insights help ensure that funding decisions prioritize relevance, real-word impact, 
and the needs of patients.  

 

Why Patient Reviewers are Essential 
As a patient reviewer, you offer a perspective that other experts on the review panel 
cannot provide. You bring the lived experience of navigating cancer – whether as a 
patient or caregiver –  and help ensure that research stays meaningful and relevant.  

Your role is to assess: 

 Whether the lay summary is clear and accessible to non-scientists 
 Whether the research addresses priorities that matter to people affected by 

ovarian cancer and aligns with the grant call  
 Whether the research has the potential to improve care, outcomes, or quality 

of life 
 Whether the research team has incorporated meaningful patient 

engagement throughout the project 

Your input plays a vital role in guiding funding recommendations toward research 
with the greatest potential to make a real and lasting impact.   
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How to Use This Guide 
1. Start with Part 2 to understand what a research grant is and what’s typically 

included in a proposal. 
2. Use Parts 3-4 to walk through the review and scoring process step-by-step. 
3. Read Part 5 to learn what to expect during the review panel meeting. 
4. Keep the scoring rubric nearby while reviewing applications for quick 

reference. 
 
This guide includes examples and guiding questions to help you feel confident and 
prepared throughout the review process.  
 

Part 2: What is a Research Grant? 
A research grant is a formal request for funding to carry out a specific research 
project. It explains: 

 What question the researchers want to answer 
 Why that question matters 
 How the research will be done 
 How the results could benefit research progress and patients 

Grants are reviewed by scientists, clinicians, and patients. Reviewers help decide 
which projects should receive funding based on scientific merit, relevance, and 
potential impact.  
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What is in a Grant Proposal? 

While grant proposals may vary slightly, most follow a similar structure with 
common sections. Table 1 provides an overview of these sections to help patient 
reviewers understand what to expect and how each part contributes to the overall 
proposal. 

 

Table 1: Common Sections of a Research Grant Proposal 
Section What to Expect  

Lay Summary 
A short summary in plain language, meant to be 
understood by members of the general public.  

Scientific Abstract 
A technical summary for scientists explaining the project’s 
focus, objectives, methods, and impact. 

Background & Rationale 
Explains the current knowledge, the problem being 
addressed, and why the study is needed.  

Objectives & Hypothesis 
The main goal of the study and what the researchers 
expect to find.  

Specific Aims 1-3 focused research questions the project aims to answer. 
Methods & Approach The plan for how the research will be carried out.  

Figures & Tables 
Visuals that help explain the research design, preliminary 
data, or timelines.  

Research Team & 
Environment 

Information about who will conduct the research and what 
equipment or facilities will be used.   

Timeline & Budget 
How long the project will take and how funds will be 
spent. 

Impact & Significance 
How the research could benefit patients or lead to 
improvements in care.  

Patient Engagement Plan 
Details on how patients will be involved in designing and 
carrying out the project.  

Project Fit 
How well the proposal aligns with the goals of the funding 
competition.  

References Scientific publications supporting the proposal. 

Letters of Support 
Letters from collaborators or institutions showing their 
commitment to the project.   

Abbreviated CVs 
Short bios of key team members highlighting their relevant 
experience.  
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Part 3: How to Review a Grant as a Patient Reviewer 
You do not need a scientific background to be an effective reviewer. Your lived 
experience helps ensure research stays focused on what truly matters to patients. 
This section guides you step-by-step through the review process – from reading a 
grant proposal to providing clear, constructive feedback.  

 
Step 1: Prepare Before You Read 
 Plan your time. Patient reviewers are typically given 3-4 weeks to review 3-

5 proposals. Use this time in a way that works best for you – for example, 
reviewing one section at a time can make the process more manageable.  

 Set up your space. Have the proposal and this guide open or printed, find a 
quiet place to work, and choose your preferred way to take notes (pen and 
paper, digital notes, highlighter, or sticky tags). 

 Understand how proposals are scored. You will assess each proposal and 
provide a final score based on five review criteria, each weighted differently: 

1. Impact (40%): 
a. Does the research have the potential to improve patient-

centered research or clinical care?  
b. Are the possible benefits clearly described and supported by the 

study? Are the proposed benefits realistic?  
2. Importance (30%):  

a. Does the research address an issue important to patients?  
b. Are the outcomes being measured relevant to patients? 

3. Project Fit (10%):  
a. Does the proposal align with the goals and focus of the specific 

grant competition? 
4. Lay Summary (10%):  

a. Is the lay summary clear, well-organized, and easy to 
understand? 

b. Are technical terms explained or replaced with plain language?   
5. Patient Engagement Plan (10%):  

a. Are patients meaningfully involved in the design and/or conduct 
of the research?  
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Step 2: Read the Grant in Stages 
You do not need to read the proposal all at once. It is often easier to review one section at a time. Table 2 offers a 
suggested reading order, key questions to consider as a patient reviewer, and how each section connects to the 
review criteria.  

Table 2: Guided Review Framework for Patient Reviewers 

Section Why It Matters Patient Review Questions 
Related Scoring 

Area 

Lay Summary 
Provides a high-level overview of the 
research in plain language and sets 
the tone for the rest of the proposal. 

Is it clear and easy to understand?  Does it explain 
what the research is about and why it matters?  Was 
the research project designed with patients in mind?  

Lay Summary 
(10%) 

Scientific 
Abstract 

(optional to skim) 

Offers a technical overview that can 
confirm consistency with the lay 
summary. 

Even if it is technical, do the goals align with the lay 
summary? Does it help you understand the project 
overall? 

(Supports your 
understanding) 

 
Background & 

Rationale 
Objective / Aims 

Helps you understand the problem 
and what the researchers aim to 
achieve. 

Is the topic important to people affected by ovarian 
cancer? Does it address a real-world need or gap in 
care? 

Importance 
(30%) 

 

Methods  
(skim as needed) 

Gives context for how the research 
will be done, even if you don’t score it. 

Does the plan seem realistic and feasible? Are patient 
needs, diversity, and accessibility considered? Are the 
project aims achievable with the specified timelines? 

(Supports your 
understanding) 

 

Impact & 
Significance 

Helps you evaluate whether the 
research could make a real difference. 

Could this research improve care, quality of life, or 
understanding of ovarian cancer? Are the benefits 
realistic? 

Impact (40%) 

Project Fit 
Confirms whether the proposal aligns 
with the goals of the grant 
competition. 

Is ovarian cancer clearly the focus? Does the project 
match what this grant competition is intended to 
support? 

Project Fit (10%) 

Patient 
Engagement 

Plan 

Let’s you assess how patients are 
included as partners. 

Does it explain how patients will be involved / 
contribute to the overall project design and 
implementation? Are their roles clearly described and 
valued? 

Patient 
Engagement 
Plan (10%) 
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Recognizing bias: Everyone brings personal experiences and perspectives to the 
review process, which is valuable. At the same time, it is important to be mindful of 
potential bias. As a patient reviewer, you may notice bias if you find yourself 
strongly influenced (positively or negatively) by:  

 Your own treatment history or care experiences.  
 Familiarity with a researcher or institution.  
 Personal beliefs about a particular type of research or intervention.  

If you notice these feelings, pause and consider whether they are affecting how you 
would score the proposal. The goal is to draw on your lived experience to inform 
your evaluation, while balancing it with fairness for all applicants.  

 

Step 3: How to Give Constructive Feedback 
Once you have read the grant and considered each scoring area, start taking notes 
on what stood out. For each review category, think about: 

 What worked well (strengths) 
 What could be improved (gaps, unclear areas) 
 Why it matters (or doesn’t matter) to patients or advocates  

You do not have to use technical language. Clear, honest, and respectful feedback 
in your own words is incredibly valuable.   

 

Examples: 

“The lay summary felt too technical – simpler language would help reach a wider 
audience.” 

“Patient partners are mentioned, but it is not clear how they are actually involved”  

“This approach to early detection could have real impact, but it would be helpful to 
know how accessible the test would be for patients in rural or remote areas?”  

“The topic is highly relevant to patients in long-term survivorship. I appreciated the 
attention to quality-of-life issues.” 
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Table 3 outlines common red flags to watch for and examples on how to give 
constructive feedback. As you read, use Table 2 and Table 3 to guide your thinking 
and take notes. These notes will help you write your final review and assign scores 
in Part 4.  

 

Table 3: Common Red Flags to Watch For 
If You Notice… Why It Matters  Example Feedback 

The purpose of 
the study is not 
clear. 

Reviewers need to understand 
what the research is trying to 
achieve and why it matters to 
patients.  

“I found the overall goal of the study 
unclear. It would help to explain the 
main questions in simpler terms and 
how it relates to patient needs.” 

The research 
plan is 
confusing or 
hard to follow. 

A plan that is hard to 
understand may not be well 
thought out or may not 
include patient perspectives.  

“The study was difficult to follow. A 
clearer explanation of how the 
research will be conducted and how 
patients are involved would make it 
easier to understand the plan.” 

The project 
seems too 
large for the 
time or budget. 

If the plan is too ambitious, it 
may not be realistic or 
achievable.  

“The project seems very complex for 
the timeframe and funding. I wonder 
if it would be more realistic to focus 
on fewer parts.” 

There is no 
plan for 
handling 
challenges or 
setbacks. 

Research often faces barriers 
– strong applications include a 
clear backup plan.  

“I didn’t see a clear plan for handling 
possible challenges like delays or 
recruitment issues. Adding a backup 
plan would strengthen the proposal.” 

It is unclear 
how the results 
will benefit 
patients.   

Reviewers want to see a clear 
link between the research and 
real-life impact for patients.  

“The proposal could better explain 
how the results will benefit patients. 
Clarifying this impact would 
demonstrate the importance of the 
study.”  

The proposal 
does not 
mention any 
limitations or 
how they will 
be addressed.  

All studies have limitations 
(e.g., small study size or bias 
in choosing samples or 
patients). Acknowledging 
these shows the research 
team is realistic and has 
thought carefully about how 
to manage or minimize them.  

“It would be helpful if the proposal 
acknowledged possible limitations of 
the study and explained how the 
team plans to account for them.” 
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Part 4: Writing Your Review and Scoring the Grant 
Now that you have read the proposal and thought through the five review criteria, 
it is time to write your review and assign scores.  

Your review will typically include: 

 A brief summary of the proposal in your own words 
 Comments for each of the five scoring criteria 
 A score for each category, based on your assessment  

Use plain-language, and feel free to reflect on your own lived experience – just 
remember that your feedback also helps represent the broader patient community.  
Focus on what matters most to patients and how clearly the proposal 
communicates its goals and potential impact.  

 

Step 1: Start with a Brief Summary 
Begin your review with 2-3 sentences that explain what the project is about, in your 
own words – i.e., what is the research trying to address and why it matters. This 
helps show that you understood the proposal and sets the context for your 
comments.  

 

Examples: 

“This study explores barriers to genetic testing for individuals with a family history 
of ovarian cancer. By understanding why some people don’t access testing, the 
research could help improve prevention strategies.” 

“The researchers are evaluating a new blood test to detect ovarian cancer earlier. 
Early detection is important because it can increase treatment options and improve 
survival” 

“This study is testing a physical activity program to help ovarian cancer patients 
manage fatigue and regain strength. This matters because many patients report 
ongoing exhaustion that affects their daily life.” 
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Step 2: Write Comments for Each Review Area 
Use the five scoring criteria as the basis of your review. For each one: 

 Note strengths (what the proposal does well) 
 Point out weaknesses (areas that are unclear or could be improved) 
 Explain why it matters from a patient perspective  

 

Table 4: Patient Reviewer Scoring Guide 
Criteria Guiding Questions Example Comment 

Impact 
(40%) 

Could this research improve care or 
quality of life for patients? 
Are the expected benefits clearly 
explained and realistic? 
Do the results have the potential to 
make a difference? 

“The focus on early detection 
could lead to real-world 
improvements in treatment 
planning and survival outcomes.” 

Importance 
(30%) 

Is the research topic important to 
patients or caregivers? 
Are they measuring outcomes that 
matter to the community? 

“It’s good to see the researchers 
considering cultural differences 
in survivorship experiences – this 
adds to the study’s relevance for 
diverse patient groups.” 

Project Fit 
(10%) 

Does the proposal focus on ovarian 
cancer? 
Does it align with the specific goals 
of this grant competition? 

“This project focuses directly on 
ovarian cancer and aligns well 
with the specific goals on this 
grant” 

Lay 
Summary 

(10%) 

Is the summary written in clear, 
simple language? 
Are technical terms defined? 
Did you understand it without 
needing a scientific background? 

“Most of the summary was easy 
to follow, though terms like 
“biomarker” and “longitudinal 
analysis” were not explained.” 

Patient 
Engagement 
Plan (10%) 

Are patients involved in the design or 
conduct of the research? 
Are their roles clear, valued, and 
meaningful? 

“Patient partners helped develop 
the study questions and will 
assist in sharing the results.” 
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Step 3: Assign Scores 
Using the scoring scale provided, assign a score for each of the five criteria.  

Tip:  Write 1-2 sentences explaining why you gave each score. This helps other 
reviewers understand your decision and adds valuable context.  

 

Step 4: Final Thoughts (Optional) 
Wrap up your review with a short paragraph summarizing your overall impression.  

You might include: 

 The biggest strength of the proposal 
 A major concern, if any 
 Whether you feel it should be funded  

 

Example: 

“This proposal has strong patient involvement and addresses a meaningful gap in 
post-treatment care. The goals are clear and relevant, and the potential impact on 
patients makes it a good fit for funding.” 
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Part 5: What to Expect During the Review Panel Meeting 
At the final committee meeting – attended by the assigned academic and/or patient 
reviewers, an independent Competition Chair, and representatives from OCC and 
funding partners – each proposal will be discussed in detail. During this meeting:  

 Patient reviewers will participate in a live discussion about the proposals they 
reviewed. Before the meeting, you will be informed of the discussion order 
and when you will be asked to share your feedback. 

 During the discussions, academic reviewers may choose to adjust their initial 
scores after hearing patient perspectives. Likewise, patient reviewers may 
decide to raise or lower their scores after considering feedback from 
academic reviewers.  

 A consensus score is reached through live voting by reviewers. 
 Final application scores and the rank order of proposals are reviewed by OCC 

and funding partner leadership.  
 Funding recommendations are then made to the CEO and Board of Directors 

for approval. 

You will be asked to briefly explain your review and share your perspectives, helping 
the panel reach a fair decision. This collaborative process ensures that funding 
supports high-quality scientific research with the greatest potential impact for 
patients.  

 

Part 6: Conclusion 
Your voice as a patient reviewer is essential to ensuring ovarian cancer research 
stays focused on what truly matters to patients. When reading, evaluating, and 
scoring grant proposals, remember to focus on clarity, patient priorities, and 
meaningful impact. 

Thank you for generously sharing your time and lived experience. Your insights 
help shape research that can make a real difference in the lives of people impacted 
by ovarian cancer.  

 



Patient Partners in  
Research Program 

13 
 

 

Appendix A: Research Impact in Survivorship and 
Engagement (RISE)  
 

Submission Instructions & Timeline 
After completing your review for each application, please submit your scores and 
comments using the Patient Reviewer Scoring Rubric provided.  

Submit your completed rubric(s) via email to: jlawson@ovariancanada.org.  

Table 1: Review Timeline 
Step Date  
Review materials sent Week 1 
Check-in (optional) Week 3 
Reviews due Week 4 

 

Special Considerations for Cancer Survivorship Research Grants 
Survivorship research often involves mixed methods and focuses on quality of life. 
When reviewing these proposals, keep an eye out for the following: 

 Mixed Methods: Are both qualitative and quantitative approaches clearly 
explained? Is it clear how these methods complement each other to answer 
the research questions?  

 Patient-Centered Outcomes: Does the study measure outcomes important 
to patients, such as mental health, symptom management or physical well-
being? 

 Diversity: Does the research include diverse populations? Are potential 
barriers to participation acknowledged and addressed? 

 Patient Engagement: Are patients and/or caregivers meaningfully involved 
throughout the study? 

 Ethics: Are procedures for consent and confidentiality clearly described, 
especially for sensitive topics? 

 Feasibility and Impact: Are goals realistic and achievable? Will the results 
have practical benefits for improving survivorship care? 

 

mailto:jlawson@ovariancanada.org
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Glossary of Key Terms 
This glossary defines common terms you may encounter while reading cancer 
research grants. It includes plain-language explanations for scientific, clinical, and 
research methods concepts – especially relevant for survivorship and mixed 
methods research.  

 

General Research Terms:  

Common terms used across most research proposals related to study design, 
planning, and evaluation.  

Feasibility:  An assessment of whether the study is realistic and achievable within 
the proposed time and budget.  

Grant Proposal: A formal request for research funding that outlines the study’s 
purpose, methods, and expected impact.  

Hypothesis: A research prediction based on existing evidence that the study is 
designed to test.  

Knowledge Translation (KT): The process of sharing research findings in ways 
that are useful and understandable for patients, healthcare providers, or the 
public.   

Methodology: A detailed plan describing how data will be collected, analyzed, 
and interpreted.  

Patient Engagement: The active involvement of patients (or other individuals with 
relevant lived experience) as partners in planning, conducting, and sharing 
research.  

Principal Investigator (PI): The lead researcher responsible for designing and 
overseeing the study.  

Specific Aims: A small number (usually 1-3) of focused goals the study is 
designed to achieve. 

Study Objective: A statement of the main question or goal the research aims to 
address. 
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Clinical and Cancer Research Terms 

Terms specific to cancer research, clinical care, and study design.   

Biomarker: A biological indicator (such as a protein or gene) used to detect, 
monitor, or predict disease.  

Confidentiality: The protection of personal or private information collected during 
a study. 

Control Group: A group of participants that does not receive the intervention, 
used for comparison with the group that does.  

Ethics Approval: A required review process to ensure the study is ethical, safe, 
and respectful to participants.  

Exclusion Criteria: A set of characteristics that disqualify individuals from 
participating in a study. 

Inclusion Criteria:  A set of characteristics that determine who is eligible to 
participate in a study.  

Informed Consent: A formal process of explaining the study to participants and 
obtaining their voluntary agreement to take part.  

Intervention: A treatment, program, or activity tested in a study to assess its 
impact on health outcomes.  

Outcomes: The measurable effects or results the study is designed to evaluate 
(e.g., reduced symptoms, improved well-being).  

Randomized Controlled Trial (RCT): A study in which participants are randomly 
assigned to different groups to fairly test the effects of a treatment or 
intervention.  

Survivorship: The phase of care and life following a cancer diagnosis, including 
long-term effects and quality of life.  
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Mixed Methods Research Terms 

Key terms related to research designs that combine numbers-based and 
experience-based data.  

Coding: A process of organizing qualitative data into categories for analysis and 
interpretation. 

Focus Group: A guided discussion with a small group of participants to explore 
ideas or shared experiences.  

Integration: A process of combining data from different methods to develop more 
complete conclusions.  

Interview: A one-on-one conversation used to gather detailed insights from 
participants.  

Mixed Methods: A study design that combines both quantitative (numbers) and 
qualitative (experiences) data to answer a research question.  

Power Calculation: A statistical estimate used to determine the sample size 
needed to detect a meaningful result.  

Qualitative Research (Experience-Based Studies): A research approach that 
explores lived experiences and perspectives using non-numerical data.  

Quantitative Research (Numbers-Based Studies): A research approach that uses 
numerical data and statistical methods to identify patterns, relationships, or 
effects.  

Sample Size: The number of participants or data points included in the study. 

Statistical Analysis: The application of mathematical techniques to interpret 
study data and determine whether findings are significant or due to chance.  

Thematic Analysis: A method for identifying common patterns or themes in 
qualitative data. 
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