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Goals of this session

• Break the SURF Proposal into manageable 
components

• Review a sample proposal to identify qualities of 
effective proposals

• Gain confidence about your (1) next steps and (2) 
ability to write a successful proposal



SURF Proposal Starter Kit

• SURF Proposal Starter

• SURF Proposal Overview and 
Reviewer Questions

• Annotated Mock BBE SURF 
Proposal (used in session)

• PDF of Info Session Slides 

• Sign up instructions for meetings 
with Writing Specialists and 
tutors

A Box link to the SURF Proposal Starter 
Kit will be emailed to everyone who fills 
out the linked form after the 
presentation concludes.





Asking Questions

• Feel free to raise your hand and 
ask questions at any point 
during the presentation

• Email bickford@caltech.edu  

mailto:balex@caltech.edu


? What is the 
SURF proposal?



• A chance to better understand and prepare for 
your SURF project

• 1-3 page plan for your summer research:

• What will you do?

• How will you do it?

• Why does it matter to science or society?

The SURF proposal is
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• You have a feasible project that you can 

accomplish or make significant progress on in 
10 weeks

• Your proposed work is important and 

worthwhile

• You can write and think clearly as a scientist

• You’re prepared to do the work you propose

It should convince your reader
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• A personal statement or a job application letter 

• A research paper / article (no 2-column format)

• A place to discuss your previous research 
experiences in other labs/groups or your 
qualifications for SURF

Note: You can discuss results or progress you’ve 
made with the same group.

The SURF proposal is not
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Who will read your proposal?

Mentor(s)

Knows your project inside 
and out

Help me.

I know all 
things.

Other faculty members

Experts in the field (and, likely, in 
the big question you are 

studying) but not the nitty gritty 
details of your project

I know things.



Title

Introduction

Objectives (or Aims)

Approach

Work Plan

References

Recommended structure of a SURF Proposal



Introduction/Background
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• What is the background for your research?

• What is the challenge, gap, need, problem, etc?
 

• What is your solution? 

• What is the significance of your work?



A B T
and but therefore
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the conflict!
get here quick

what your proposal is 
all about:

proposed research

background and the 
significance

Tell a compelling story with the ABT structure



ABT is the DNA of Story
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And But Therefore



B

A
INTRODUCTION

The basic structural unit of eukaryotic chromatin is the nucleosome, which is 
composed of 147 base pairs of genomic DNA spooled around an octomeric histone 
core [1]. A majority of our genome is tightly bound by nucleosomes, which can 
occlude the underlying regulatory DNA sequences and limit their accessibility to 
regulatory factors that must act on them [2]. Consequently, where nucleosomes are 
positioned along DNA can determine the transcriptional output of the genome. 
However, the extent to which nucleosome positioning influences gene expression is 
unknown. 
                   



To date, three genome-wide nucleosome maps in 

mammalian cells have been reported [5,6,7]. However, due 

to their low-resolution, these maps are inadequate for 

studying the dynamic features of nucleosome positioning. 

To dramatically improve the resolution and accuracy of 

nucleosome mapping for mammalian cells, we propose to 

extend the chemical mapping method into mouse cells and 

construct the first high-resolution nucleosome map in the 

mammalian genome.

           The first single base pair resolution mouse 
nucleosome map will advance our understanding of the 
dynamic interplay between nucleosome positioning and 
gene expression in higher organisms. Specifically, my SURF 
project will establish a genetic toolkit and a chemical 
mapping method that will allow researchers to interrogate 
the epigenomic function of nucleosomes in mammals. 

A
B
T



Strong ABT =
Strong Story = 

Strong Proposal



Avoid AAA and DHY
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ABT = and, but, therefore

AAA = and, and, and

DHY = despite, however, yet

never introduces problem

introduces too many problems

Any questions at this point?



Objectives (Aims)
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What do you plan to do in the 10 weeks of SURF?



Objectives



Approach
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What will you do in your 10 weeks of SURF in 
order to meet your objectives?



Help Your Reader Understand







Work Plan: establish the timeline
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What week(s) will you do what you said 
you’d do in the approach section?



Work Plan
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If you are performing multiple tasks sequentially:

Writer organizes major 
activities and demonstrates 
(in a perfect world) the 
project can be completed in 
10 weeks

This work plan calls back 
what was discussed in the 
approach.



Week 
1

Week 
2

Week 
3

Week 
4

Week 
5

Week
 6

Week 
7

Week 
8

Week 
9

Week 
10

Task 1

Task 2

Task 3

Task 4

Task 5

If you are performing multiple tasks in parallel:

Work Plan
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Work Cited / References
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What references can you bring in to support 
your ideas, definitions, and plans and to 

demonstrate your knowledge of the 
field/relevant literature?



Work Cited / References
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• Choose a scientific citation style (ACS, Nature, Science)

• Be consistent 

• Use in-text citations (not just bibliography)

• More references = stronger proposal

• Consider learning to use a citation management system 
(Zotero, Endnote, Mendeley, Cite This For Me)



Work Cited / References



Before You Start Writing
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• Discuss project with mentor
Set up a meeting with grad student/post-doc/staff 
mentor and, if possible, with the faculty (PI) mentor

• READ, READ, READ!
Published papers
Previous proposals
Internal documents 
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Key Questions to Consider
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Example questions for mentor: 

• What is the big picture?

• Specific objectives?

• How much flexibility or 
independence in designing the 
research, experiments, testing, 
etc?

• Where are we in the project?

• Technical hurdles to overcome in 
the experiment, test, design, etc?

• Mentor’s role and involvement?



HWC SURF Proposal Starter
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• Draft an outline / fill out the 
starter with specifics (as much as 
you can)

• Find out what you don’t know

• Bring to research mentor or 
HWC Writing Specialist or Peer 
Tutor to discuss



Get help with your SURF Proposal 
at the Writing Center
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How to Sign Up

Visit access.caltech.edu > 

Writing Center Scheduling > 

book open times

• One-to-one meetings with Writing Specialists or 
peer tutors

• Come at any stage of the writing process

• View samples of successful SURF proposals 

• Virtual or in-person meetings

• Located 3rd floor Center for Student Services

http://access.caltech.edu


Thank You For Attending!

In case you missed it earlier, this QR links to a 
form that will ask for your Caltech email 
address. We will send you a Box link to a 
SURF proposal starter kit.

Need more information?
Contact us at writing@caltech.edu


