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Introductions
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Expected Outcomes
● Identify key differences between academic 

writing and grant writing
● Identify key elements in a grant announcement 

and how to align winning proposals to meet those 
criteria

● Learn strategies to make a proposal more 
“readable”

● Identify strategies to coach researchers on 
grantsmanship
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What is Grantsmanship?

● “The skill of grant writing”

● “The art of acquiring peer-reviewed research funding”

● “Persuading a government or organization to give your organization 
money”

● “Encompassing science methodology with marketing techniques”



Energizers

Stand up if you….
● Have read a really outstanding grant
● Have read a grant that could use some help
● Think grantsmanship is a common skill
● Think grantsmanship is an art form
● Think research administrators can help our researchers hit the 

grantsmanship bullseye



How is grant writing different than academic writing?

Porter, R. (2017). Reprint 2007: Why Academics Have a Hard Time Writing Good 
Grants Proposals. The Journal of Research Administration, 48(1), 15–)



Grant Funding: The Perfect Storm
• Great Idea

• The Right Sponsor/FOA

• Clear Writing

• Impactful Proposal



Many Options to Enhance Grantsmanship Skills

● Develop in-house grantsmanship workshops
● Host external grantsmanship workshops
● Web resources
● Individual Faculty Consulting 



Finding the Right Fit
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Know your Audience: About the Sponsor
Sponsor Mission Statement What it Really Means

National Science Foundation 
(NSF)

“Expand knowledge in science, engineering and learning; 
Advance the capability of the Nation to meet current and future 
challenges; enhance NSF’s performance of its mission.”

NSF is primarily interested in advancing basic science and 
the STEM workforce. The impact needs to be about the 
underlying mechanism, not a disease state.

Department of Defense 
(DOD)

“To provide the military force needed to deter war and to 
protect the security of our country.”

Any DOD proposal needs to explicitly state the benefit to 
military intelligence, health, materials, etc.

United States Department 
of Agriculture (USDA)

"to provide leadership on food, agriculture, natural resources, 
rural development, nutrition, and related issues..."

USDA is an often overlooked and misunderstood. While 
traditional agriculture is certainly a focus, there are many 
programs on nutrition, food safety, food security and 
obesity, as well as a robust education and training 
program.

The Welch Foundation “The Welch Foundation, based in Houston, Texas, is one of the 
United States’ largest private funding sources for basic chemical 
research.”

This foundation is focused on fundamental chemistry; do 
not submit an applied chemistry proposal.

W. M. Keck Foundation “The W.M. Keck Foundation seeks to generate far-reaching 
benefits for humanity by supporting pioneering discoveries in 
science, engineering and medicine, and organizations that 
enrich the lives of children, youth and families.”

This foundation is focused on high-risk, high 
reward research that has the potential to make a 
substantial impact.

Adapted from SRAI Proposal Development Level Up 



Consulting with Researchers about the Sponsor

Part 1: Before the Writing
● Discuss sponsor and FOA with PI 

to help decide if it’s a good match
● Encourage PI to discuss with 

program officer (if allowed)
● Encourage PI to weave 

sponsor/FOA priorities into 
proposal

● Suggest alternate sponsors/FOAs 
as needed

Part 2: Reviewing Proposal 
Responsiveness
● Offer to review proposal for 

responsiveness to sponsor/FOA
● Agree to a reasonable deadline
● Do the proposal aims and 

outcomes fit the goals of the 
sponsor? Of the FOA? 



Create a Checklist

● Broad opportunities may have 
general guidelines -> checklist 
includes documents needed, 
deadlines

● Request for Proposals: More 
specific, seeking proposals that 
address particular problem
○ Any specific requirements

○ Any unusual requirements

○ Additional attachments/tables
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Checklist Examples
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Common Review Criteria Across Sponsors
Key Question Review Criteria Terms
Why does it matter? Significance; Importance
How is it new? Innovation; Novelty; Creativity

How will it be done? Approach; Plan; Methodology; Objectives; 
Aims

In what context will it be done? Environment; Resources; Populations; 
Facilities

What is special about the people involved?
Investigators; Organization; People; 
Researchers; Personnel; Partners; 
Collaborators; Staff

What is the return on investment? Impact; Value; Relevance

How effectively will the financial resources be 
managed? Budget

How will success be determined? Evaluation; Assessment

Falk-Krzesinski HJ, Tobin SC. JRA 2015. PMID: 27274713 



Proposal Components: What are they looking for? Why is it 
needed?

What they asked for Why they want it

Abstract/Summary Give first impression; used if funded

Project Plan What are you going to do? Used for progress reports

Biosketch Is the PI/team qualified?

Budget and Justification Is it allowable/allocable/reasonable? Are team member 
roles reasonable?

Facilities and Resources; Equipment Do you have what you need to do the work?

Other Support Is there overlap with funded projects? Does the PI have 
the time to do the project?
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Complex Proposal Components: What are they looking for? 
Why is it needed?

What they asked for Why they want it

Multi-PI Plan What is each person going to contribute? Does plan 
show coordination and cohesiveness?

Administrative Plan Can you manage a large project?

Go/No-Go or Milestones What are the decision points; is adequate progress 
being made?
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Strategies to Coach Researchers on Grantsmanship

• Readability (“does it look right, does it read well?”)

• Providing Web Resources

• Serving as “Consultant”

• Providing constructive feedback
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Making a proposal "readable" and "reviewable"

• Text vs. Graphics

• Subheadings

• Buzz words

• Key Phrases from the FOA

Help PIs make it easy for Reviewers
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Subheadings: Sample from NIAID

• Clear Headings and Subheadings

• Highlights items the reviewer will 
have to comment on

     Innovation
     Approach
     Rationale

• Problem Statement

https://www.niaid.nih.gov/sites/default/files/1-R01-AI121500-01A1_Gordon_Application.pdf 19

https://www.niaid.nih.gov/sites/default/files/1-R01-AI121500-01A1_Gordon_Application.pdf


Buzzwords and Key Phrases: 
Sample from NSF CAREER
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Sample from NIAID

https://www.niaid.nih.gov/sites/default/files/R01_Li_Sample_Application.pdf

What could help this excerpt?

• Subheadings

• Smart highlighting of key phrases

• Graphic/Schematic

*Rest of proposal did contain some of 
these elements
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Simple Considerations that make a big impact
• Make sure different components are 

written in the “same voice” 

• Use same color schemes/formatting 
throughout

• Incorporate tables, org charts and 
diagrams

• Include a “visual plan” of the project
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Providing Web Resources

• Start with what your 
researchers need

• Templates, tutorials 
(micro-videos), funded 
examples, sponsor links

• Keep it current



How to Approach Individual PI Consulting

● Required: 
○ Institutional and Sponsor Budget rules
○ Institution/Sponsor makes decision; polite, authoritative 

tone
● Suggestion:

○ Sponsor/FOA suggestions
○ Edits and suggested revisions
○ Faculty makes decision; consultant tone
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Providing Feedback to Proposals

● Offer constructive suggestions, via track changes or 
comment

● Ask questions: “what about…”
● Rephrase to clarify: “this sentence reads ‘XYZ’; is that 

what you meant?”
● Jr. Researchers: May explain the “why” behind your 

suggestions
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General Tips on Giving Feedback 

● Keep it positive

● Offer to discuss the 
feedback

● Don’t take it 
personally if they 
don’t accept the 
feedback
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Consulting with Faculty: Pros and Cons
Pros
• Can produce better aligned ideas and proposals; 
• Don’t waste time submitting something that does not 

“fit” 
• Distinguish between grant writing and all other writing
• Get to know your faculty
• Trust building

Cons
• Time consuming 
• Guidance may not be taken or received well

+/-



Takeaways

● As RAs you can develop the skills to help PIs be successful in their 
grantsmanship

● RAs can provide constructive feedback and help with the “look” of 
the proposal (readable and reviewable)

● There are pros and cons of serving as a “consultant”
● Keep it positive





Questions?
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