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MD Anderson Cancer Center - University of Houston - Vanderbilt University Medical Center
Department of Defense CDMRP PRCRP
Convergent Science Cancer Consortium for Immune Cell Engineering
2025-2026 SEED PROJECTS

The University of Texas MD Anderson Cancer Center - University of Houston - Vanderbilt University Medical Center Convergent Science Cancer Consortium for Immune Cell Engineering funded by the Department of Defense Congressionally Directed Medical Research Programs (CDMRP) Peer Reviewed Cancer Research Program (PRCRP) will support up to four seed projects that will contribute to the career development of junior faculty members and postdoctoral trainees at MDACC, UH, and VUMC, as well as other institutions outside this Consortium. The Seed Project Program focuses on identifying, recruiting, and mentoring both lab-based scientists and physician-scientists interested in the translational development of novel adoptive cell therapy approaches against hematological malignancies and solid tumors with an unmet clinical need. This goal will be accomplished by a scientific research plan, educational opportunities, and a defined individualized mentoring program that enables awardees to become active members of our Convergent Science Cancer Consortium. 

The Consortium will target investigators who have a strong interest in developing high-risk/high-reward ideas that will lead the team to explore new avenues of immune cell engineering but within the scope of the Consortium Focal Point, which is to develop highly effective next generation chimeric antigen receptor (CAR) T cell therapy approaches for solid tumors and hematological malignancies beyond B-cell malignancies and multiple myeloma.

This funding mechanism seeks to promote novel approaches to immune cell therapy and ending cancer through convergent science cancer research. Convergent science as defined by the National Science Foundation (https://www.nsf.gov/od/oia/convergence/index.jsp) “is a means of solving vexing research problems, in particular, complex problems focusing on societal needs. It entails integrating knowledge, methods, and expertise from different disciplines and forming novel frameworks to catalyze scientific discovery and innovation.” Convergent science taps into a variety of disciplines to answer the issues in cancer including but not limited to biomedical sciences, data science, engineering, and chemistry. 
Seed Project applicants should identify a mentor of their choice outside the group of Consortium investigators at the time of the application. If the project is selected for funding, a co-mentor will be identified by the Consortium Steering Committee from the Consortium investigators following discussion with the applicant to ensure that the project integrates well with the Consortium’s goals.

Depending on the awardee’s background, interest, and goals, she/he can undertake formal didactic training,
including courses offered by at the UT MD Anderson-UT Health Houston Graduate School of Biomedical Sciences, UH, VUMC, and/or other institutions in molecular biology, signaling, tumor biology, basic immunology, tumor immunology, immunotherapy, genomics, biostatistics, bioinformatics, translational research, etc. Formal courses and coaching in career development aspects will be provided, including enhancing grantsmanship and development of research manuscripts.

Applications must define how the research is relevant to military health. Please refer to the following links for more information on military health and cancer: 

PRCRP Vision Video (https://cdmrp.health.mil/pubs/video/prc/prcrp_vision_video)
PRCRP (https://cdmrp.health.mil/prcrp/default)
Military Health System (MHS) (https://www.health.mil)
Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) (https://www.va.gov/)

ELIGIBILITY 
· Candidates for this award must have a MD and/or a PhD
· Candidates must be a junior faculty member at Assistant Professor or Instructor level or a trainee (postdoctoral fellow or clinical fellow) who has a commitment for an institutional faculty position at an Assistant Professor or Instructor level

TERMS OF THE FUNDING
Each award consists of a maximum of $50,000 for one year. A second year or subsequent years of funding will be considered based on achieving progress toward established milestones, and renewals will be reviewed competitively with other new Seed Project applications.

The award should be used to support research activities, including salary and fringe support for the principal investigator (a maximum of 40% of the award amount), salary support for research staff, including the following: data management of clinical protocols, research assistants, laboratory technicians, postdoctoral fellows, graduate students, lab consumables, lab services, and equipment (maximum of $3,000 per item). The funds are expected to be used primarily for direct costs. However, if required by institutional policies, indirect costs (at a maximum of 5% of total direct costs for awards external to MD Anderson) may be allocated by the applicant from the total award of $50,000/year.

Awardees will be required to attend all Consortium meetings and at least one national scientific conference focused on cell therapy (e.g. Society for Immunotherapy of Cancer (SITC) Annual Meeting), which will provide both educational and collaborative opportunities. Awardees will meet quarterly with the Steering Committee and their mentors to review their progress. They will also present their work at the semi-annual Consortium workshops. The Seed Projects will be carried out in a supportive environment of basic, translational, and clinical research that is created by Consortium investigators and will have access to technologies developed under the Consortium Projects.

Awardees will be required to submit one-page written reports on progress, publications, and grants awarded, on a yearly basis, which will be reviewed by the Steering Committee.

Towards the end of each grant period, the Seed Project awardees will be required to present the summary of their progress at the Consortium Workshop and a detailed plan for subsequent year of funding, if the project is not completed.

Awards must remain solely with the designated awardee and cannot be transferred to any other personnel. If a recipient decides to discontinue his or her work in immune cell engineering, the award will be terminated and prorated unused funds will be returned to the Consortium budget. Likewise, if an investigator awardee changes institutions during the funding period, the award will not be transferred, and the remaining balance will be returned to the Consortium budget.

Additionally, if it becomes clear to the Principal Investigators that a project is failing to meet its aims, research errors or fraud are detected, or the investigator loses focus on immune cell engineering, the project will be terminated and remaining funds will be returned to the Consortium. The Consortium Steering Committee will retain the right to unilaterally cancel any awards for noncompliance or non-performance.


Format:  The required font is 11-point Arial. Margins must be at least 0.50 inches on all sides.


APPLICATION - Due September 5, 2025, 5pm (CT)

1. Face Page. The application face page form is at the end of this RFA.

2. Research Plan (5-page limit). Include: (1) Specific Aims (1 page), (2) Career Development Plan (1 page), and (3) Research Strategy (a. Significance, b. Innovation, c. Relevance to military health, and d. Approach, 3 pages).

3. Bibliography and References Cited.  (No page limit)

4. Protection of Human Subjects (No page limit). Please follow the NIH guidelines regarding Human Subjects.

5. Vertebrate Animals (No page limit). Please follow the NIH guidelines regarding Vertebrate Animals.

6. Facilities and Other Resources. (No page limit)

7. Budget & Budget Justification. The application must include a detailed budget for one year, and a budget justification. Please use the NIH form Page 4 found at: https://grants.nih.gov/grants/funding/phs398/phs398.html

Each award consists of a maximum of $50,000 for one year, with consideration of a second year of funding based on achieving progress toward established milestones.

8. Biographical Sketch (5-page maximum, each).  Provide biosketches in either DoD- or NIH-specified format for applicant and mentor(s).

9. Letters:  One letter of support from each mentor(s).

SUBMISSION INFORMATION
Submit your application by email to Alison Woo, Consortium Administrator, awoo@mdanderson.org by the due date stated above.

APPLICATION REVIEW PROCESS
Proposals will be evaluated by an external academic review committee and the Consortium Steering Committee. The following criteria will be considered in the review process:

1. Scientific merit
2. Approach
3. Innovation
4. Potential for translation of research to clinical application
5. Transdisciplinary interaction
6. Potential impact on reducing cancer incidence and/or mortality
7. Potential impact on improving survival rate and quality of life for patients with cancer
8. Relevance to military health
9. Career growth potential
10. Appropriateness of the proposed budget

Each external reviewer will assign a score of 1 (highest) to 9 (lowest) using the NIH 9-point scale for each of these criteria.

SELECTION OF AWARDEES
Based on the reviews, the Consortium Steering Committee will make the final selection of awardees. Proposals with the best (i.e., lowest) mean priority scores will be funded. Proposed budgets will be scrutinized and can be reduced at the discretion of the Steering Committee.  


REQUIRED ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
Awardees will be required to acknowledge the DoD funding in manuscripts, book chapters, abstracts, posters, and oral presentations when the work is supported, in part or in whole, by the award. The DoD recommends including the statements, "This work was supported by the Office of the Assistant Secretary of Defense for Health Affairs through the Peer Reviewed Cancer Research Program, Convergent Science Cancer Consortium Award under Award No. HT9425-25-2-0003.” and “Opinions, interpretations, conclusions, and recommendations are those of the author and are not necessarily endorsed by the Department of Defense.” Publications that clearly and appropriately acknowledge DoD support will appear on the CDMRP website.


KEY DATES
· Request for Applications Release Date: August 1, 2025
· Full Application Due: September 5, 2025, 5pm CT
· Anticipated Award Notification: October 3, 2025
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Alison Woo, MS
Consortium Administrator
MD Anderson Cancer Center
(713) 563-3432
awoo@mdanderson.org

Kyung Hee Chang, PhD
Consortium Administrator
MD Anderson Cancer Center
kchang6@mdanderson.org
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Christopher Flowers, MD
Consortium Director
MD Anderson Cancer Center
crflowers@mdanderson.org

Sattva Neelapu, MD
Project Leader
MD Anderson Cancer Center
sneelapu@mdanderson.org

Rafael Casellas, PhD
Project Leader
MD Anderson Cancer Center
rcasellas@mdanderson.org

Navin Varadarajan, PhD
Consortium Site PI
University of Houston
nvaradar@central.uh.edu

Andrew Jallouk, MD, PhD
Consortium Site PI
Vanderbilt University Medical Center
andrew.jallouk@vumc.org
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MD Anderson Cancer Center - University of Houston - Vanderbilt University Medical Center
2025-2026 SEED PROJECTS APPLICATION FACE PAGE



		
First		                               Middle Initial		  	Last			            Degree(s)


Position Title							


Institution Name	


Department


Street Address	


City						State				ZIP Code		

Telephone                                                                                              Email  


Mentor(s) and Co-Investigator(s), if applicable – include degree(s)

Project Title   
























Applicant’s Signature                                Date                                                          
DoD Convergent Science Cancer Consortium – Seed Projects  		          			Application Face Page
image3.jpeg
THE UNIVERSITY OF TEXAS

MDAnderson
Caneer Center

Making Cancer History”




image4.emf

image5.png
UNIVERSITY OF




image6.png
VANDERBILT §7 UNIVERSITY
MEDICAL CENTER




image1.png
VANDERBILT ¥/ UNIVERSITY
MEDICAL GENTER




image2.png
UNIVERSITY OF




