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624
Researchers Registered

Location
• 67% Maine
• 29% Vermont
• 4% Other State

Research Experience
• 28% 0-3 years
• 21% 4-9 years
• 44% 10+ years

25
Pilot Grants Awarded

19
Technology Grants Awarded

• $180k in funding
• 45% new or early-stage 

investigator

Project-Level Outcomes
• 9 grants submitted,                

3 awarded, 4 pending review

410
External Grant Awarded

• $185 million in funding
• 20% of grants over $500k
• 50% were NIH-sponsored

184
Publications

• 95 applications
• $1.3 million in funding
• 71% new/ early-stage investigators

Return on Investment: 15:1
• $19.5 million in external grants 

secured among pilot recipients

• 800+ co-authors/
contributors

• 135+ presentations



Research Navigators support clinician 
investigators through multiple ways from 
conceptualization, to study design, to statistical 
and survey methods, to ethics training, and 
more. They have also facilitated collaboration 
between clinical departments within Maine 
Health and University of Vermont Larner
College of Medicine, and across these two 
systems.

Training new Research Navigators has been a 
priority through the Research Navigator 
Certificate Program. This one-year program 
has resulted in new Navigators in MaineHealth
trauma and pediatrics departments to support 
greater clinician-led research in these areas.

SUPPORTING CL IN IC IAN RESEARCHERS

Research 
Navigators

"This is the first time I'm working 
with a data analyst to help clean 
the data and generate maps. I'd 
always been doing that on my own 
and with this level of data it would 
take an exorbitant amount of time 
that, now that I'm learning to be a 
clinician researcher allows me to 
have help with that so I can spend 
time on writing manuscripts and 
grants."

Kinna Thakarar, DO, MPH
Assistant Professor
Attending Physician
Maine Medical Center, InterMed
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700+
Research 

Navigation 
Requests

"[The Research Navigators] 
definitely helped me because some 
of the data management, getting into 
the nitty gritty of uploading the 
survey results we're doing with this 
study plus the REDCap database, I 
just would not have time to do any 
of it as it's just me. So the [NNE-CTR 
Research Navigators] have been 
incredibly helpful."

Teresa May, DO, MS
Assistant Professor, Tufts 
Attending Physician, MaineHealth

67%
Research 

Navigation 
Requests from 

New Users



Mentoring investigators and supporting 
multidisciplinary teams are key features of 
the NNE-CTR. The Senior Mentor Network is 
a council of experienced researchers across 
institutions who provide support to junior 
investigators. One early-stage investigator 
used the Senior Mentor Network for a mock 
study section review of her K99/R00 proposal 
to study the association between sleep 
problems and challenging behaviors in youth 
with autism spectrum disorder. The grant was 
awarded; it was the first K99 received by a 
MaineHealth investigator.

In addition, the Research Scholars Program 
provides protected research time and 
enhanced mentoring for talented clinical 
investigators to support research activities.

SUPPORTING CL IN IC IAN RESEARCHERS

Training and 
Support

”The NNE-CTR Senior Mentor 
Network and mock study section 
were both instrumental in helping me 
prepare my K99/R00 application to 
the NICHD that was funded… helping 
me develop advanced statistical 
analysis skills…the mock study 
section provided me with invaluable 
feedback.”

”The NNE-CTR provided invaluable 
statistical support for trial design and 
analysis for our work on intratumoral
therapy for lung cancer.”

“[The] NNE-CTR Research Scholars 
Program [has provided] incredible 
mentorship that I have used to 
design my research studies…I would 
not have been able to develop my 
research questions and conduct my 
studies if it was not for the protected 
time and guidance that I have 
received through this program.” 

Briana Taylor, PhD
Faculty Scientist 
MaineHealth Institute for Research

29
Junior 

Investigators   
Mentored

33
Multi-Disciplinary 

Teams 
Developed

Matthew Kinsey, MD, MPH
Director, Interventional Pulmonary
Assistant Professor
University of Vermont

Aurora Quaye, MD
Assistant Professor, Faculty Scientist 
Tufts University
MaineHealth Institute for Research



The NNE-CTR’s work to address 
bioinformatics data infrastructure is key to 
future research efforts and innovation. 
Through collaborations and building data 
infrastructure, the NNE-CTR has developed 
a clinical research data warehouse in Maine 
(Observational Medical Outcomes 
Partnership [OMOP] common data model) 
and in Vermont (TriNetX).

Building this data infrastructure allowed the 
NNE-CTR to be a key collaborator in the 
National COVID Cohort Collaborative 
(N3C) and to be one of the first collaborators 
to upload their data into the N3C centralized 
national data resource for the study of 
COVID-19. The NNE-CTR is also part of the 
NIH multi-site “long COVID” RECOVER 
study to understand long-term effects.

Dr. Susan Santangelo, a NNE-CTR Core 
lead has led COVID-related research 
through the N3C Collaborative to examine 
rural/non-rural influences of medications 
taken pre- and post- infection on course and 
mortality.

INNOVATION & STATE-OF-THE-ART RESEARCH

Bioinformatics 
Data Infrastructure

Susan Santangelo, ScD
Director, Center for Psychiatric Research 
MaineHealth Institute for Research 

2 Million
MaineHealth records in database

“Using N3C data to compare urban and rural 
residents infected with SARS-CoV-2, we 
discovered that hospitalization, mortality 
and other adverse outcomes were more 
prevalent among rural dwellers with COVID-
19, even after adjusting for demographic 
differences and comorbidities. Additional 
research is needed to understand the 
factors that drive health disparities in rural 
populations.”           

"The infrastructure for using the N3C 
collaborative data is fantastic. This is an 
incredible resource for analyzing the 
treasure-trove of data about people who 
experienced Covid-19 infection. These 
data will yield insights about COVID-19 for 
years to come. I'm grateful for the data 
access and the support from N3C."

Kathleen Fairfield, MD, MPH, DrPH
Physician Scientist
MaineHealth

“I am thankful to NNE-CTR for giving me the 
opportunity to learn and conduct research 
with the N3C enclave. I believe technology 
like the N3C enclave is the future of 
collaborative research and I am grateful for 
the opportunity to learn and be a part of it.” 

Jonathan Emery
Graduate Student & Research Navigator
University of Vermont



The NNE-CTR has invested in new 
technologies that are needed to support 
innovative, state-of-the-art research, which 
have provided critical support for addressing 
current regional challenges such as COVID-19.

Example: When COVID-19 rapid test kits were 
alarmingly in short supply, investigators were 
able to use the RNAscope probe and Leica 
auto-stainer supported by NNE-CTR funds to 
test whether a single-step version of the test 
that omits the RNA extraction step could yield 
the same results as the prescribed two-step 
test. This study led to teams developing a 
single-step isolation procedure for rapid 
genomic detection of the SARS-CoV-2 virus 
and evaluating COVID-19 testing procedures to 
identify opportunities for improved access and 
availability.

NNE-CTR has also supported technology 
development initiative awards and provided 
over 63,000 technology service requests 
among 343 users across the region.

INNOVATION & STATE-OF-THE-ART RESEARCH

Sharing New 
Technologies

“We don’t have to go to Boston 
or somewhere else to do these 
kinds of experiments. [The 
technology we need is] available 
here.”

Prachi Ghule, PhD
Assistant Professor
University of Vermont

19
Technology 

Development 
Initiative 
Awards

63,000
Service 

Requests 
Supported

“Vermont is a small rural state, 
so [the investment of new 
technology] helps us to keep 
the investigators we work with 
out there at the cutting edge.”

Julie Dragon, PhD
Associate Professor
University of Vermont

Illumina MiSeq Short 
Read Sequencer

“In terms of laboratory research 
skills, having this funding has 
really helped me interact more 
with the flow cytometry group 
here at UVM which has been 
great. In terms of [building my] 
laboratory skills [in my research 
area]... the skills I've been able to 
acquire are critical to the success 
of the project.”

Jessica Heath, MD
Pediatric Hematologist/Oncologist, 
Assistant Professor
University of Vermont



Brian Nolan, MD
Western Maine Primary Care
Norway, ME

Partnering with rural clinical providers has 
been a goal of the NNE-CTR. 

NNE-CTR Rural Research Navigators have 
supported rural clinicians’ research by linking 
investigators from academic institutions with 
rural clinical providers to bring larger research 
studies to rural communities, developing 
research questions and submitting grant 
proposals, building rural community 
partnerships to develop research ideas and 
make investigators aware of community 
interests and priorities. 

Pilot grants have been awarded to projects, 
including the involvement of small hospitals 
and providers across the region. This has 
enabled academic researchers, physician 
scientists, and community partners to address 
the shared public health concerns of the 
Northern New England region.

RESEARCH REACHING COMMUNITY

Partnering with 
Rural Clinical 

Providers

“Rural areas are ripe for this 
kind of work. To be able to 
bring research to places that 
traditionally haven’t had as 
much access is very 
valuable.”

“I didn’t have that 
understanding of the 
research world, but they 
were interested, they wanted 
to help me [do ACES 
research], and they have 
helped my work have a 
broader reach and impact.”

Kimberly Pierce, PA-C
The Health Center
Plainfield, VT

201
Rural Research 

Navigator 
Supported Projects



“Under the direction and leadership of the 
Passamaquoddy Tribe and Wabanaki 
Public Health and Wellness, we conducted 
a mixed methods study to understand the 
community's experience with 
contaminated water and its impact on 
health outcomes. Our goal was to uplift the 
voices of the Passamaquoddy Tribe and be 
active partners in the Tribe’s pursuit of 
equity…[We] gained respect for the value 
of indigenous data and knowledge and the 
inherent colonialistic underpinnings of 
Western research methods.” 

Engaging communities to advance 
research that is important and relevant 
to them is essential to ensuring that 
clinician-led research addresses their 
concerns and improves care for these 
communities, while informing research 
topics and future studies.

The NNE-CTR has engaged many 
underserved communities including New 
American, Native American, and rural 
populations in identifying research 
questions based on greatest concern.

For example, the NNE-CTR has 
collaborated with the Passamaquoddy 
Tribe on clean water issues; engaged 
community programs serving immigrant 
and unhoused people to understand 
barriers to COVID-19 testing, and 
engaged rural residents in studies 
of vaccine hesitancy, food insecurity, and 
adverse childhood experiences in rural 
areas.

Engaging 
Communities

RESEARCH REACHING COMMUNITY

“This support has been incredibly 
helpful for our team to understand the 
effect of COVID-19 on the rural 
environment through food systems and 
on nutrition and health outcomes.”

Meredith Niles, PhD
Associate Professor
University of Vermont

“Even though you may have worked with 
unhoused and immigrant communities for 
many years, it is difficult to know what they 
are facing in this moment of the pandemic 
unless you ask them. We found it helpful to 
interview people from these communities 
and key informants who work with them. 
Keep asking questions!”

Kathleen Fairfield, MD, MPH, DrPH
Physician Scientist
Maine Health

Ally Hinton, MPH
Data Analyst
MaineHealth Institute for Research



Providing pilot grant funding to new or early-
stage investigators has been a key component 
of the NNE-CTR. Initial seed funding for smaller 
studies helps investigators test an idea that then 
can be referenced for larger NIH and other grant 
proposals. Pilot investigators have also been 
successful in securing both NIH and non-NIH 
funded grants after their awards.

Four investigators that received Pilot funding 
have since received COBRE grants, which 
expands their work throughout the region with 
other Networks (IDeA-funded programs) such as 
the NNE-CTR.

Another example of supported research leading 
to future work is Dr. Katherine Aherns and Dr. 
Marjorie Meyer’s work to address opioid use 
disorder (OUD) in pregnant patients. Their 
research was aimed at estimating the postpartum 
effects of treating persons during pregnancy for 
their OUD using all payer health claims data. This 
project was recently published and has led to 
future funding from NIH for a R15 grant.

INCREASING CLINICAL RESEARCH FUNDING 

Pilot Grant 
Funding for 

Junior
Researchers

“Working with my multi-
disciplinary team on our pilot 
study gave me the analytic skills, 
in-depth database knowledge, 
and project management 
confidence to write a competitive 
proposal to NIH.” 

Kate Ahrens, PhD
Assistant Research Professor 
University of Southern Maine

25
Pilot 

Grants 
Awarded

$1.3M
Provided in 

Pilot 
Funding

"I think the pilot grant helped me 
get comfortable in being in the PI 
role of a multisite study. I've done 
multidisciplinary studies but this 
was my first time doing a 
prospective study and leading it 
and working with different sites. So 
it was nice to have the opportunity 
to start small even though it feels 
big and work on that." 

Kinna Thakarar, DO, MPH
Assistant Professor, Attending 
Physician
Maine Medical Center, InterMed



Beyond pilot funding, NNE-CTR support for 
clinical  researchers has not only to increased 
regional research, knowledge and solutions, but 
also to further research endeavors and bring in 
additional external grant funding to support 
research in the region. 

Since the beginning of the project, NNE-CTR 
members have been awarded 410 grants from 
over 120 external sources totaling over $185 
million in funding. A variety of areas of research 
have been funded such as cancer research, 
population health, clinical epidemiology, and 
research related to cardio-vascular disease, 
among others.

INCREASING CLINICAL RESEARCH FUNDING 

Leveraging 
External 

Grant 
Support

“Under the NNE-CTR, we 
[Vermont] joined forces 
with Maine and New 
Hampshire, and we now 
have a picture of rural 
America, of rural EMS 
[Emergency Medical 
Services]. The NNE-CTR 
allowed us to get together 
with all three states to 
collaborate on making EMS 
in rural regions better."

Daniel Wolfson, MD
Emergency Medicine Physician
Associate Professor
University of Vermont

410
Research 

Grants Awarded 
to NNE-CTR 

Members

$185M 
in External 

Funding Among 
NNE-CTR 
Members
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Sponsored by the National Institute of General Medical Sciences of the 
National Institutes of Health under grant number U54 GM115516.
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