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SFARI regularly evaluates our requests for applications (RFAs) to determine whether they are maximally effective in serving our
mission: to improve the understanding, diagnosis and treatment of autism spectrum disorders (ASD) by funding innovative
research of the highest quality and relevance. Ideally, our RFAs would serve to both bring novel and creative ideas to the field, as
well as to support ongoing work on high-priority topics. While we feel that our past RFAs have yielded high-impact projects
serving each of these goals, we have also noted gaps in certain areas where we could be doing more. In 2021, therefore, we will be
making some changes to our RFAs to address priority areas while still providing a mechanism for out-of-the-box thinking and
testing novel hypotheses.

Introducing the Human Cognitive and Behavioral Science RFA

SFARI recognizes the importance of, as well as the unique challenges associated with, human research studies in ASD. As such, we
are redirecting human cognitive and behavioral neuroscience projects from our standing investigator RFA into a new, investigator-
initiated Human Cognitive and Behavioral Science RFA specifically dedicated to human research studies in ASD. Importantly, this
RFA allows SFARI to more clearly articulate our scientific priorities and to tailor the grant budget and review processes to better
support meritorious science in this research area.

More details about the Human Cognitive and Behavioral RFA can be found here.

https://www.sfari.org/people/sfari-science-team/
https://www.sfari.org/grant/2021-human-cognitive-and-behavioral-science-request-for-applications
https://www.sfari.org/grant/2021-human-cognitive-and-behavioral-science-request-for-applications


RFA opens: March 1, 2021
Application deadline: May 3, 2021

Updates to the 2021 Pilot Award Program

This year, the Pilot Award will have a single RFA. The goal of the Pilot RFA remains to provide early support for conceptually novel,
exploratory, high-risk and potentially high-impact projects that would be unlikely to be supported by other sources of funding. This
funding mechanism is particularly relevant for investigators who are new to the autism field.

Projects proposing research with human participants should be submitted to the newly launched 2021 Human Cognitive and
Behavioral Science RFA rather than the Pilot Award RFA. In addition, projects related to sex differences in autism or the impact of
COVID-19 during pregnancy on autism risk should also not be submitted to the Pilot Award RFA as SFARI has ongoing initiatives in
these areas (for more information, see the 2020 SFARI Collaboration on sex differences in autism RFA and the Maternal COVID-19
RFA).

This year, SFARI will also be launching a number of targeted efforts (see details below); projects encompassed by these efforts
should be directed toward these RFAs, rather than the 2021 Pilot Award RFA. Investigators who are unsure of which of the RFAs
planned in 2021 would be the best fit for their project can contact sciencerfa@simonsfoundation.org for further information.

Two-step application process for Pilot Awards

To ease some of the administrative burden on investigators associated with initial applications to this RFA, this year we will be
instituting a two-stage application process. Initial applications will contain all the relevant scientific information required for the
SFARI science team to judge novelty, relevance and scientific excellence; detailed budgets and institutional sign-off will only be
required for applications progressing to external review.

More details about the 2021 Pilot Award RFA can be found here.

RFA opens: March 10, 2021
Application deadline: May 6, 2021

Pausing the Research Award program

In order to focus on areas where SFARI can have the most impact, instead of a call for new Research Awards, in 2021 we will focus
on specific objectives (for details, see “Targeted initiatives planned for 2021” below). As we regularly evaluate our RFA programs, it
is possible that the Research Award RFA will be reinstated in the future, but no specific plans exist at this time.

Targeted initiatives planned for 2021

SFARI is planning several targeted initiatives to be launched in 2021. Investigators whose projects are appropriate to the efforts
described below should refrain from applying to the Pilot Award RFA:

Behavioral and Circuit Neuroscience Research Consortium Using SFARI Rat Models

SFARI has supported the development and characterization of genetically-modified rat models for autism. To enhance these efforts,
SFARI intends to release a targeted RFA in mid-2021 for investigators to participate in a research consortium focusing on the
strengths of the rat as an experimental model system. It is expected that participating investigators will demonstrate strong
expertise in behavioral and/or circuit neuroscience, and actively contribute to the intellectual pursuits and open-science ethos of
the research consortium.

Characterization of Autism BrainNet Postmortem Brain Tissue

https://www.sfari.org/grant/pilot-awards-request-for-applications/
https://www.sfari.org/grant/2020-sfari-collaboration-on-sex-differences-in-autism-request-for-applications/
https://www.sfari.org/grant/maternal-covid-19-as-a-potential-risk-for-autism-supplemental-funding-for-ongoing-pregnancy-cohorts-request-for-applications/
mailto:sciencerfa@simonsfoundation.org
https://www.sfari.org/grant/pilot-awards-request-for-applications/?tab=faq
https://www.sfari.org/grant/research-awards-request-for-applications/
https://www.sfari.org/resource/rat-models/


Over the past five years, Autism BrainNet has amassed a large collection of postmortem brain tissue from individuals with and
without autism that will allow for replication of previously published findings and new discoveries. The tissue and associated
donors’ clinical data are currently available for distribution to approved researchers, and whole-genome sequencing of the tissue is
underway. SFARI is anticipating a funding call for studies of this collection that will compare bulk-tissue and single-nucleus gene
expression. Analyses may also include alternative splicing, RNA editing, non-coding RNAs, epigenetic modifications and/or
proteomics.

Functional Analysis of Missense Mutations

The Functional Analysis of Missense Mutations RFA builds on a previous 2015 SFARI call for applications to carry out a range of
functional analyses of missense mutations identified in high-penetrance autism risk genes. Proposals to be invited in this follow-up
RFA may include (1) those that establish high-throughput pipelines of functional assays of many genes or (2) those that focus on a
smaller number of genes but establish a comprehensive understanding of clinically relevant functional variation.

Genomic Analysis of the SPARK Cohort

The Genomic Analysis of the SPARK Cohort RFA follows up a previous SFARI RFA to analyze emerging exome and genome
sequencing datasets of the SPARK cohort. The new call for applications will be offered in light of the substantial growth in the
number of sequenced individuals in SPARK, as well as new opportunities to integrate these data with other cohorts in the service
of ASD risk gene discovery.

Large-Scale Use of Induced Pluripotent Stem Cells to Elucidate ASD Biology

SFARI is creating a large induced pluripotent stem (iPS) cell resource from more than 100 participants in Simons Searchlight. With
the advent of new methods that enable well-controlled, quantitative analysis on a large number of samples in parallel, this resource
by itself or in combination with others presents a unique opportunity for large-scale, comparative studies across iPS cell lines with
mutations in ASD-linked genes and multiple variants within one gene. We anticipate a targeted call for innovative proposals that
take advantage of this resource to study genetic, molecular and cellular mechanisms of ASD later in 2021.

Targeted Molecular Therapies

SFARI currently supports about 10 groups working on projects related to antisense oligonucleotide (ASO) and gene therapy
approaches, and organized a workshop on gene therapies for ASD in order to help identify key areas where additional funding
could be most effective. We anticipate a targeted call for additional proposals in this area later in 2021.

The Microbiome in Autism

Over the last six months, SFARI has consulted with over 50 external researchers as part of an in-depth analysis of the state of the
field in understanding the microbiome-gut-brain-autism axis. We are working with a small group of researchers to develop a
framework for designing integrated multi-omic studies in this space, and depending on the results of that work, we anticipate
making some type of funding call in this area later in 2021.

Additional information

These changes are meant to reaffirm SFARI’s commitment to supporting outstanding autism science across a wide range of
disciplines. Autism research is an exciting and challenging field, and our goal is to keep evolving our funding strategies to best
drive the science forward.

Over the next few months, we will be providing more information about our planned targeted initiatives via SFARI.org and the
SFARI newsletter. To receive updates about SFARI news and funding opportunities, please subscribe to our newsletter. In the
meantime, we welcome your feedback on the scientific priorities and procedures we should consider
at sciencerfa@simonsfoundation.org.

We are excited about these upcoming changes and look forward to engaging our community even more effectively.
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More information about SFARI scientific priorities can be found here.

https://www.sfari.org/
https://www.sfari.org/funding-opportunities/sfari-scientific-perspectives/

