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Why Write 
Grant 
Proposals?

• Highly persuasive evidence of qualification for future 
faculty

o Tenure is typically dependent on funding

• Also: applying for “small” grants will assist when 
applying for larger ones J - no grant is too small!

o Internal grants, fellowships, conference proposals etc.

• Grant management is evidence of: 
o Communication skills, 
o Budgeting planning and execution (if successful) 
o Project management

• Whatever your future, successful grant proposals will 
help!



How to Write Grant Proposals

Audience: 

Who are you writing for? 
What are they seeking to 
support? 
How will they be evaluating 
your proposal?

Purpose: 

Why this science? 
Why this method? 
Why now? 
Why you? 
Why here?

You need to build a convincing 
argument 

Every part of your proposal 
should be working towards 
that aim!



Where to Begin

• Seek out information on funder:
• Who are they, what is their mission?
• What kind of things have they funded before?
• What are the typical funding levels / are there fixed funding 

levels?
• Do I know anyone who has applied successfully before?

• Read the FOA (Funding Opportunity Announcement) carefully:
• Which format / documents are required?
• What are allowable expenses etc.?
• What are the review criteria?

• Check with your institution:
• Do you need / how do you get permission to submit a 

proposal? – may have to route through e-approval system
• What documents and information are needed?
• Are there assistance / resources available to you?



Think 
About the 

Science, 
Write the 

Budget

The science you can do will be limited by a finite 
budget

Look at previous award amounts / the FOA for 
reasonable award levels

Learn about institutional requirements: Overhead / IDC* –
rates; fringe rates; minimum salaries etc. 

Put in everything you think you need, justify it 
carefully in the budget justification

Don’t under-estimate, the cheapest option may not 
always be viable

Make sure your budget and justification accord with 
the proposal narrative

*IDC = Indirect Costs – costs to cover things not directly attributable to a 
single project, but generally needed to perform grant-supported research 



• Seek advice / examples from:
o Experienced principal investigators (PI)
o Pre-award grant administrators 
o Department chairs / supervisors

• Some financial rules / policies are common and some vary by agency

• The budget should be realistic, well-motivated and support your science 
narrative (don’t budget too tightly)

Budgeting Tips Example:
NSF allows broad latitude to move funds between 
budget categories that exist within your grant 
budget: fill as many plausible grant categories as 
possible, even with small amounts. DOE does not 
allow easy changes, so try to predict more closely 
what and how much you would need to spend  



Other Documents



Other Documents
• Many more documents than just proposal summary and narrative, examples include:

• Facilities, Equipment & Other Resources: What resources and facilities are available to you? Are they sufficient 
for the planned research. Note: this is where you can include in-kind contributions for NSF applications.

• Biographical Sketch: What are your qualifications and past work? Are you capable of what you are proposing?

• Current & Pending Support: What other projects are you involved in? Do you have enough bandwidth to do this? 

• Collaborators & Other Affiliations: Who cannot review your proposal?

• Data Management Plan: How will you secure and share data created?

• Postdoctoral Mentoring Plan (if funding a Postdoc): How will you help your postdoc’s professional development 
and career progression?

• Start these documents early & check if your institution has standard text / resources

• Be aware that some have special requirements / software that can be finicky (SciENcv etc.)

• Use these document to help create a coherent package which supports your application



Be Aware of National / 
International Funding Priorities

• Read the relevant sections of:
o The NuPECC Long Range Plan: 

http://www.nupecc.org/?display=pub/publications
o The NSAC Long Range Plan: 

https://science.osti.gov/np/nsac
• Participate in / watch recorded funder webinars
• Speak with past / current awardees
• Speak with Program Officers / people who have served as 

reviewers (conferences are important J)
• Demonstrate how the proposal fits within these priorities

http://www.nupecc.org/?display=pub/publications
https://science.osti.gov/np/nsac


Review Criteria: 
Address Them 
Directly

• Large agencies tend to publish them, look for reviewer instructions
• Solicitation-specific criteria are included in the FOA
• Frequently harder to find for smaller funders
• Organize proposal to make the answers to the review questions obvious
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Empathize With 
Your Reviewers
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At what 
level 
should you 
write?

Check review procedures / funder webinars to 
establish who you are writing for

NSF / DOE / etc. standard grant: discipline 
specific experts – can be more technical 

NSF / DOE / etc. broader grant such as CAREER / 
INCLUDES... : broader panel of experts, not so 
field specific, avoid field-specific jargon

Foundation Grant / Institution Internal Grant: 
typically field-adjacent reviewers, or foundation 
staff – more general explanation & motivation 

Select proof-readers to match 
your reviewer audience!



Writing the 
Science Narrative

• Start very early!!! Leave plenty of time for 
review / revision

• Plan a section outline: where will you answer 
each review question?

• Start writing, and keep writing even if you “go 
long”, you should write then cut

• Add relevant diagrams to break up text and 
convey information
o Presenting timelines, management 

structures etc. in diagrams makes 
information easier to digest

• Use whitespace / color / (bold / italics, 
sparingly) to make the proposal easier to parse 
and to highlight important things



Writing Style & Structure

• Follow the formatting rules!!!!!!!!!!!!!
• Summarize the main background and aims in the introduction
• Write in short, uncomplicated sentences
• Language should be smooth and easy-to-read (avoid repetition of words or phrases)
• Proofreading: use both experts and readers more distant from the project
• When cutting, eliminate everything that does not build your argument
• Thoroughly spell- and grammar-check your proposal

o Bad grammar and challenging presentation make it harder for the reviewer to find the arguments 
to support your proposal (or make reviewers very grumpy J)

• Ensure you have referenced appropriately & check references 
o Esp. think about potential reviewers – ensure you have referenced their relevant work!

• Typically use (almost) all (but not more!) of the allowed page limit



Writing the One-Page Summary

Summary

What precisely are you doing? 
Why are you doing it? 
Why this method? 
Why now? 
Why you? 
Why here?

(Note: For NSF headers with
“Intellectual Merit” & “Broader 
Impact” are required!)

p1

Single page summary is crucial!

Not simply a copy of the introduction

Should convey major motivation, project & review elements 

Makes first impression on the Program Officer / Reviewer – make sure it 
indicates the seriousness and care with which you view the science

Helps Program Officer select reviewers



Cutting
• Technical tips:

o Look for paragraphs with half-lines at the end
o \vspace{-20mm} is your friend! (But don’t 

remove all whitespace!)

• Be merciless: cut everything which does not 
directly build the case / answer the review 
questions

• Put detail in other supporting documents, single 
sentence summary & ref. in body text: 

“We have access to a state-of-the-art detector 
lab, as described in Facilities & Other 
Resources.”

• After cutting, use more distant proof-reader, 
supplied with review criteria, to look for missing / 
superfluous / confusing information

Source: Pinterest

https://www.pinterest.ch/pin/564005553305723399/


Submission

1. Make sure your 
institution knows you 

plan to submit at least a 
month before the 

deadline

2. Make sure you have 
access to the submission 

portal(s) early!

3. Prepare submission in 
sponsor system early

4. Download pdf from 
sponsor system 

5. Check it looks good and 
read it one more time!

6. Fix any mistakes / 
formatting glitches then 

repeat 4 & 5 

7. Submit well before the 
deadline following 

university and funder 
policies!



Anticipation & Results
• Review can take from weeks to ~6 months (sometimes longer)

• After science review complete, budget / admin can delay 
announcement of results

• When results come, read the substance of the reviews

• If successful, immediately notify your institution so they can 
guide you through award setup 

• In unsuccessful this time, use substance of the reviews to 
strengthen your next submission / project design, don’t be 
discouraged or take it personally, there is far more great physics 
than physics money!

• Never give up! Keep trying!



Final Thoughts
• Grant-writing is hard, but rewarding work

o Helps you think through your science and prioritize
o Crucial evidence of many valuable skills
o Gives you money to do awesome physics

• Start early & use every source of information & resource 
available to you: FOA, webinars, past award information, 
past awardees, funding officers, institutional grant-
writing support etc.

• Be peer-reviewers for each other, giving critical and 
constructive feedback

• Volunteer to serve as a reviewer / panelist to gain more 
insight  



Advice from some Physicists, Astronomers, Chemists, Translation & Interpreting Gurus, Geographers, & Historians of Emotion! 

Thank you for the invitation, and to all the funding reviewers over the years, and to many kind peer-reviewers! 


