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Presentation Notes
Hello everyone and welcome.   I’ve glad you’ve chosen to attend this presentation and I’m looking forward to talking to you about writing a proposal.  I’ll start  by introducing  myself:  I’m Lisa Farese, Director of Grants and Foundation Relations.  I’ve been with Antioch University since November 2013.  I was brought on to help build a grants and foundation relations function for the entire university, and my work has focused on working with faculty and staff to identify sources of funding for programs and projects and to prepare and submit proposals. 

Before I start the formal presentation, I want to let you know how you can ask questions while I’m speaking.  I’ve muted all participant lines on the conference call, to avoid having background noise distracting everyone and to avoid the problem of multiple people trying to talk at the same time.  If you have questions or comments to make, please use the chat box to type and submit your questions. I will stop periodically to respond.



 
 Setting a Timeline  

 
10 Proposal Writing Tips  

 
 Fatal Proposal Flaws 

Proposal Writing: Helpful 
Tips & Fatal Flaws 
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Presentation Notes
This brief presentation is intended to help you think about how you can get a proposal completed and will cover:
Setting a timeline
Tips for proposal writing and 
Fatal flaws to avoid

Please note that this presentation does not cover the steps to identifying prospective funders for a project.  If you haven’t identified potential funders, I strongly suggest you visit the Grants and Foundation Relations page on the AU website for resources for researching and identifying sources of funding.  




Setting a Timeline 
12 -18 MONTHS AHEAD  

 Identify opportunities from prior  
years, read award abstracts and 
outcome reports. 

6 MONTHS AHEAD 
 Begin discussing with any partners. 

3 MONTHS AHEAD 
 Read final solicitation carefully.  Make a checklist of 

proposal requirements and names of people who can 
work on each part. Alert sponsored projects office that 
you plan to submit a proposal.   

Presenter
Presentation Notes
We’ll start with the timeline.  Please note that this is an ideal timeline, and I understand that often, you’re not able to start as early as you’d like on getting a proposal written.  Even if your timeline is compressed, you can adapt this timeline to ensure that you’re taking all the necessary steps for your proposal.
12-18  months ahead:
Start the process as early as you can.  This gives you plenty of time to understand the funder’s giving history, determine how best to position your project when you begin work on the proposal, and to contact the funder with questions. Federal funding programs typically post awards and award abstracts on their sites.  Private funders may have that information available as well, though it’s very hit or miss.  If your prospect is a foundation, you can look at their IRS Form 990 for information on past giving.  You can also contact me for help with finding information on a foundation’s past grants.
6 months ahead:
If you expect to work with partners, reach out to them and begin working on the details as early as possible.  Since you’ll be relying on them for input on the narrative and budget, as well as any required letters of support, you want to begin that process early.
3 months ahead:
Make sure you understand the funder’s guidelines and requirements.  This might be the most important step in the process of developing the actual proposal.  Make a checklist that includes the names of the people responsible for each part of the proposal and use it to guide you as you complete the proposal.
Be sure to tell me early that you plan to submit a proposal.  I need as much lead time as possible to ensure that I can give your proposal the attention it needs as the deadline approaches.



Setting a Timeline 
1.5 MONTHS AHEAD 

 Share draft proposal for feedback with colleagues. 
First draft of budget. Begin developing 
subaward/subcontract agreements, if any. 

2 WEEKS AHEAD 
 Upload everything except narrative, if possible. Ensure 

subaward/subcontract paperwork done. 
1 WEEK AHEAD 

 Final edits by PI, partners, and 
sponsored projects.  Obtain any last 
supporting docs. 

DAY BEFORE DUE DATE 
 Submit if possible. 
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1.5 months ahead:
One of the most important steps in writing the proposal is obtaining feedback.  Asking colleagues and partners (and me) to review the draft is the best way to identify holes in the narrative, refine the information you’re presenting and ensure you’re following the funder’s guidelines.  
For the budget, you want to give everyone enough time to consider potential line items and accurately estimate all costs.  This is also an aspect of the proposal where I can provide a great deal of support, particularly in naming and estimating standard cost items.
If you’re working with partners or subcontractors, the funder may require agreements with those entities to be submitted with the proposal.  If that’s the case, AU’s legal counsel will need to be involved in developing the associated agreements.  We’ll want to give them information about the project and the role of each subawardee or subcontractor early enough to have those agreements ready when needed. 
2 weeks ahead:
Uploading documents to the application site is something you can do at any point.  Starting that process early avoids a last minute scramble for required documents or for troubleshooting issues of format or file size.  
1 week ahead:
The last week before the deadline is always a bit of a blur, which is why you want to start this entire process so early.  If you made a checklist at the start of the process, use that to determine what’s been completed, what’s left to do, and who’s getting it done.
Day before deadline:
Make every effort to have your proposal ready to submit the day before the deadline to avoid last-minute scrambling.




10 Tips for Writing the Proposal 
1. Read the Program Announcement 

Contact the program 
officer via email.  

Talk to the program officer 
to ensure your ideas fit 
with the program.  

Ask if you can send a one-page summary. 
Be patient. 
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Now for the useful tips.  I said that reading the funder’s guidelines is the most important step in the entire process, so let’s start with that.  Make sure you understand the requirements and that your project addresses the funder’s stated priorities.  
If the funding agency accepts inquiries, make a list of your questions and reach out to the program officer via email.  
Many program officers at government funding agencies will accept phone calls and give you feedback about the focus and direction of your proposed project.  If that’s an available option, take advantage of that.  
If they will review a brief written summary, send it to them.  It’s not common, but when you can do this, it can result in valuable feedback that strengthens your proposal.
It may take time to contact a program officer or to get feedback – be ready to wait.





10 Tips for Writing the Proposal 
2. Work on Projects You Care About 

Let your commitment come through.  
Make a compelling 

case for the NEED and 
IMPORTANCE of the 
work to your institution 
and to others. 
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Your project is something that matters to you.  
The proposal is your opportunity to show how it matters: highlight your background and experience (as appropriate) to show that what you’re proposing is a focus of your professional life and not merely a plan developed in response to the fact that there’s funding out there for it.
Need and importance are key:  your proposal should explain clearly why this project is needed and why it matters.  When you make the case for need, avoid falling into the circular logic  that the lack of the project you are proposing is the problem.  Focus instead on what change that project will bring about – that is the need you’re addressing.  The second half of your argument is to demonstrate that eliminating or reducing the underlying problem is important: what difference will it make going forward?




10 Tips for Writing the Proposal 
3. Do Your Homework 

Build on what others 
have done, know the 
literature and be current. 

Add to the body of 
knowledge. 

Discuss the value added 
of your project: what are you adding to 
the knowledge base? 
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There’s a lot of homework:
Are you familiar with what others have done?  
Explain how your project will add to it. 
Being able to speak to the value your project brings and how it can affect others’ work going forward will only strengthen your proposal and your chances of being funded.




10 Tips for Writing the Proposal 
4. Think Broader Impacts  

Your project must have 
more than just a local 
impact (your students 
and your institution).  

How can others use 
and build on your work? 

Think about what is transferable. 
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What broader impacts does your project have?
Funding agencies are interested in projects that have more than a local impact – how will your project affect those outside of Antioch?
Spell out how your project can be replicated, scaled up, or otherwise make an impact on others.
If it’s a pilot or demonstration project, speak to how others (including you) can ultimately build on it.




10 Tips for Writing the Proposal 
5. Have Measurable Goals and    

Objectives 
Avoid goals that are lofty but 

not measurable.  
Focus on activities that align with 

measurable goals and objectives and 
expected outcomes. Consider a logic 
model. 

What will be delivered? What is needed to 
convince others that this works and is 
worth supporting or emulating? 
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Clearly delineating goals, objectives and outcomes is something that can elevate your proposal from good to great. 
What goals can you measure and how will you measure them?  You want to avoid vague goals that can’t be measured.
Make sure that your activities align with your measurable goals and objectives and to expected outcomes.  Even if the funder doesn’t require one, developing a logic model is a smart way to be sure that everything you propose to do is aligned.
Providing measurables and specifying deliverables help to support your argument that your project is worth doing.



10 Tips for Writing the Proposal 
6. Think Teamwork 

Successful projects are team efforts.  

 Identify your support network and keep 
them engaged. Your project team should 
be greater than the sum of the parts. 

Get a good group of internal and external 
advisors and an outside evaluator (or 
evaluation team). 
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Get all the help you can.  
I’m available to help with the entire proposal process, including understanding guidelines, developing budgets, contacting the funder with questions and gathering required documents and information.
Think about which of your colleagues can help with the content of your narrative and recruit them.  Remember to talk to your department chair, dean, and provost to get their input as well. Put together a team of responsible individuals who will follow through with their responsibilities.
If your project includes an evaluation component, you’ll want to identify that person or team as early on as possible.




10 Tips for Writing the Proposal 
7. Use Good Management Skills 

Develop a realistic timeline 
with milestones and key 
deliverables. 

Develop a strong 
management plan (team  
and project).  

Engage and empower your team (with 
accountability built in). 
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We covered timeline earlier.  If you have those components in place, you’re much more likely to get the proposal done without last-minute scrambling.
Make sure your timeline is realistic and that you and your partners will be able to do what’s needed to complete the proposal.
Knowing what needs to be done and who is responsible for it will make it much less likely that important components are overlooked.
Communicate regularly with your team to help them complete their parts in the process.




10 Tips for Writing the Proposal 
8. Evaluation is about Impact and 

Effectiveness 
How will you know the project goals are 

being met?   
You need evidence to know your project is 

making an impact and it is effective.  
You cannot evaluate yourself. External 

validation is key.  
Build in evaluation from the beginning. 
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Evaluation can cover a lot, but for most funders, it means they want to know whether you achieved your goals and outcomes and to see how you measured your success.
Your proposal will explain the goals of your project – don’t neglect to tell the funder how you’ll measure how well they’ve been attained.
Consider what constitutes evidence of success and make sure you measure that.  Remember that evaluation goes beyond counting the number of people take part in your project – you need to show what change those people experienced as a result of participating in your project.
Especially for government funding agencies, external evaluation is key.
As with so much else in this process, start early.



10 Tips for Writing the Proposal 
9. Spread the Word 

Have a proactive 
dissemination plan. A 
website is necessary, but 
not sufficient. 

Disseminate within your 
scholarly community and beyond (reach 
other disciplines). 

Share the materials developed widely. 
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How are you going to disseminate results?  Some ways to do that include:
A website (a good start, but not the only thing to do)
Publications – where can you publish results?
Sharing results – who are the stakeholders outside of the academic community that could make use of the information?  Have a plan for getting it to them.




10 Tips for Writing the Proposal 
10. Serve as a Reviewer 

Offer to be a reviewer 
and to help others. 

Learn from reviewing good 
and bad proposals. 

Find programs for which you have 
expertise and that you want to submit to. 

Email the program officer and share your 
interest to be a reviewer (include your 
resume/CV). 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Finally, one of the best ways to understand what makes a proposal stand out is to be a reviewer.
Many government funding agencies use outside reviewers – look for opportunities to do that.  You can also offer to review your colleagues’ proposals – just doing that can help you better understand what goes into evaluating a proposal.  
If you become a peer reviewer for a government agency, you’ll learn a lot about what makes a successful proposal.
So consider your areas of expertise, and the funding agencies for which you could be a reviewer.
Program officers can help you with learning about reviewer opportunities and how to apply to become one. 




Helpful Tips: Recap 
Set a Timeline 
Read the Program 

Announcement 
Work on Projects you Care About 
Do Your Homework 
Think Broader Impacts 
Develop Measurable Goals & 

Objectives 
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To recap:
Develop a realistic timeline
Read the program announcement
Propose projects that matter to you
Learn about others’ work and how your project will build on it
Be specific about the broader impacts you project will have
Make sure your goals and objectives are measurable and align with expected outcomes



Helpful Tips: Recap 
Think Teamwork 
Use Good Management 

Skills 
Evaluation is About Impact & 

Effectiveness 
Spread the Word 
Serve as a Peer Reviewer 
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Assemble a team to work on the proposal
Develop a timeline and work closely with your team 
Tell the funder how you’ll measure success
Develop a robust dissemination plan
Learn what makes a good proposal as a peer reviewer 



Fatal Flaws 
Assuming deadlines are not enforced 
 Ignoring program guidelines or assuming 

they haven’t changed 
Assuming page limits and font size 

restrictions aren’t enforced 
Substituting flowery rhetoric 

for good examples 
Failing to check speeling, 

nor you’re grammer 
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Fatal flaws can be as simple as neglecting to adhere to the funder’s clearly stated requirements, including:
Deadlines
Neglecting to double check the funder’s guidelines
Page limits, font size restrictions or page margins
Using rhetoric or jargon rather than plain, clear language
Neglecting to proofread




Fatal Flaws 
Asserting: “Evaluation will be 

ongoing and consist of a 
variety of methods” 

Assuming a project website is 
sufficient for dissemination 

Assuming your past 
accomplishments are well known 

Not including letters of commitment 
 Inflating the budget to allow for 

negotiations 
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Larger problems can come into play when:
You don’t present a well-designed evaluation plan that measures goals and outcomes
Your plan doesn’t include disseminating results to ensure that the people who should know about your project are able to learn of it
You neglect to present enough information about your experience and expertise
Letters of commitment are missing
The budget isn’t realistic




Helpful Tips: Other Resources 
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There are plenty of online resources to help you prepare for writing a proposal.



Helpful Tips: Other Resources 
Grants and Foundation Relations web page: 

https://www.antioch.edu/resources/general
-information/grants-foundation-relations/ 

GrantSpace free online courses (registration 
required): 
https://grantspace.org/training/search/form
at/on-demand/ 

The Grantsmanship Center, Inc. Proposal 
Writing and Grantseeking blogs: 
https://www.tgci.com/taxonomy/term/29 
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My web page on the Antioch University site has this presentation and others that will help you with understanding procedures for getting a proposal completed, approved and submitted as well as useful documents such as a budget template and a fact sheet with information on Antioch University that you may need for a proposal.
The Foundation Center operates GrantSpace, its educational arm which offers free online courses in proposal writing.  I highly recommend them.
The Grantsmanship Center has great blogs on proposal writing and grantseeking that can help you develop good proposals.  

https://www.antioch.edu/resources/general-information/grants-foundation-relations/
https://www.antioch.edu/resources/general-information/grants-foundation-relations/
https://grantspace.org/training/search/format/on-demand/
https://grantspace.org/training/search/format/on-demand/
https://www.tgci.com/taxonomy/term/29


Ready to Write a Proposal? 
Contact me for Resources, Tools and 
Assistance:  
Lisa Farese 
Director, Grants and Foundation Relations 
603-283-2102 
lfarese@antioch.edu 
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And of course, I encourage you to get in touch with me if you’d like to locate prospective funders or start writing a proposal. 

mailto:lfarese@antioch.edu
mailto:lfarese@antioch.edu
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