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Since its reported emergence in Wuhan, China, in 
December 2019, the fast-​growing pace of the COVID-19 
pandemic has been challenging the capacities of health- 
​care systems worldwide. Our research institute, the 
Precision Immunology Institute at the Icahn School of 
Medicine (PrIISM) is located within the Mount Sinai 
Health System in New York, a city that is dispropor-
tionately affected by COVID-19. With non-​COVID-19 
research being progressively halted, several immunology 
laboratories here have started to address COVID-19-​ 
related research efforts, such as studying the interactions 
of SARS-​CoV-2 with the immune system, understand-
ing the immunopathology that it causes, and developing 
new therapies and vaccine strategies against the virus.

In parallel to these research programmes, we initia
ted an institutional effort to provide critical reviews of  
COVID-19 articles posted daily on the preprint servers 
bioRxiv and medRxiv1, which we call the Sinai Immunol
ogy Review Project. This effort was designed to meet  
two needs. The first is a desire from our students, post-
docs, fellows and faculty members to contribute to the 
global research effort and harness their knowledge and 
skills to help the scientific community. The second stems 
from a challenging consequence of the growing impor-
tance of preprints in scientific communication. The swift  
and open dissemination of information offered by pre-
prints has already proved crucial in providing rapid sci-
entific responses to the emerging public threat of viral 
outbreaks2,3. However, the ambition of preprint servers 
was never to replace the peer-​review process. The spread 
of the COVID-19 pandemic has been matched by an 
impressive rise in related publications in both preprint 
servers and peer-​reviewed journals. At a time when 
journal editors and invited reviewers are more solicited 
than ever, we decided that it is the responsibility of the 
scientific community to help curate this unprecedented 
flow of scientific data. Reviewing preprints benefits both 
the authors and the scientific community and provides 

the general public with access to scientific discussion, 
helping to reinforce scientific credibility4.

Our workflow ranks each COVID-19-related pre-
print (totalling 1,772 to date) according to its immu-
nological relevance. The most relevant papers are 
then reviewed in detail by trainees and validated by 
a faculty member. Validated reviews (118 to date) are 
then posted alongside the corresponding article on the 
preprint server. A PrIISM scientist, Nicolas Fernandez, 
built a dedicated website to host and integrate all of our 
reviews (see Related links), which are further shared 
with other pre-​publication reviewing initiatives4.  
We have also launched a collaboration with Nature 
Reviews Immunology to publish short summaries of  
preprints of particular interest in a weekly column.

Despite its flaws, peer-​reviewing is an integral part 
of a scientist’s mission to the academic community and 
to the public. Jean Monet, one of the founding fathers 
of the European Union, stated: “People only accept 
changes in necessity and see necessity only in crisis”5. 
The COVID-19 pandemic and its prolific scientific 
response provide a unique opportunity for our commu-
nity to experiment with new methods of peer-​reviewing 
scientific communications at scale, and the Sinai 
immunology community is stepping up to the challenge.
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