
Grantwriting 101
It's not just about money.
(Kidding: it kinda is.)
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Introduction
Christopher Tassava, Associate Director of Corporate & Foundation Relations 
ctassava@carleton.edu | 507-222-5833 | @carletoncfr 
https://apps.carleton.edu/cfr/ | www.facebook.com/CarletonCFR 

education
B.A. (history and religious studies), Macalester, 1995
M.A. (U.S. history), Northwestern, 1998
Ph.D. (U.S. history), Northwestern, 2003

experience
Associate Director of CFR, 2008-present
Assistant Director of CFR, 2005-2008
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Grantwriting 101 Outline
Grantwriting as a Genre

Grantseeking at Carleton

Grantwriting beyond Carleton

Grantwriting's First Law and its Corollary

Grant Proposal Basics and Details (parts I and II)

Common Grantwriting Problems and Solutions

A Real Example
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Grantwriting as a Genre

closely related to familiar academic genres
essays, research papers

relies on a similar process
gather information 

digest info
present info
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Grantwriting as a Genre
key difference: persuading is critical, rather than informing 
or entertaining a reader.

"Here are the excellent
reasons why you should
give me your money."

The Writing Center
knows about this!
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Grantseeking at Carleton
CFR supports two kinds of grantseeking

institutional: awards of significant size and duration that 
advance major College priorities: financial aid, faculty 
development, curricular activity, facilities

faculty: awards of smaller dollar value and shorter duration 
that support individual faculty members' scholarly activity: 
research, writing, experimentation, travel
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Grantseeking at Carleton
CFR seeks funding from many sources

public
federal government (Department of Education, National Science Foundation, 
National Endowment for the Humanities)
state and local governments

private
corporate foundations
family foundations, often oriented to particular causes
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Grantseeking at Carleton, cont'd
faculty grant activity, 2006-2015

500 submissions (~56 per year)
$57,184,852 requested (~$6.3m per year)

177 awards (~20 per year or 35% of all submissions)
$8,560,280 awarded (~$950k per year or 15% of all 
requests*)

*equivalent of $19,000,000 in endowment
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Grantwriting beyond Carleton
grant: a sum of money given by an organization, especially a government, for a 
particular, measurable, time-limited purpose that might include some sort of 
reciprocal exchange but not ownership of a product, idea, etc.

fellowship: funding paid or allowed to an individual by an organization for time-
limited study or research without any expectation of reciprocity or ownership

gift: money or another object of value given, often by an individual, to an 
institution for use at that institution's discretion over long periods of time 
(including perpetuity) and with no expectation of reciprocity or ownership
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Grantwriting beyond Carleton 
personal
graduate school applications, fellowships, arts grants, etc.

professional
non-profits: ubiquitous task/skill
for-profits: business plans, memoranda, budget reports, 
etc.
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Grantwriting beyond Carleton
project
discrete, time-limited, usually oriented toward a specific 
activity (research) or a specific product (a book)

program
diffuse, long-term or open-ended, often developing or 
refining a process (education)
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Grantwriting's First Law 

"READ THE GUIDELINES!"1
Start and end with official materials, known as a
request for proposals ("RFP")
call for proposals
solicitation
program guidelines
and many, many other names

1 "RTFG."
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"Know 
your 

audience."



The First Law's Corollary

Follow the funder's rules for everything.
● structure and sections
● budget categories
● budget amounts
● project start/end dates
● project time limits
● digital file formats & sizes

● qualifications
● font type & size
● pagination
● margins
● headers/footers
● character/word limits 

(especially for titles 
and abstracts)
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Grant Proposals: The Basics

words
project title
proposal narrative 

Both convey persuasive information.
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numbers
budget
timeline



Grant Proposals: The Details, pt. I

Proposal Narrative Goals
describe project as a concept and as an activity

connect theory and practice

provide an intellectual justification for this project

persuade a reviewer of the value of the investment
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Grant Proposals: The Details, cont'd

Proposal Narrative Components

Research and Contribution
● describe project's intellectual significance and broader 

impact
○ what is the project's value to scholars, policymakers, 

interested laypeople, the general public, et cetera?
● explain basic ideas, problems, or questions examined 

by the study
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Grant Proposals: The Details, cont'd

Proposal Narrative Components, cont'd

Methods and Work Plan
● describe methods
● provide work plan
● describe goals for award period 
● align goals with overall project
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Grant Proposals: The Details, cont'd

Proposal Narrative Components, cont'd

Competencies, Skills, and Resources
● explain personal competencies/skills

○ languages, methodological expertise
● necessary resources

○ documents, labs or facilities, tools, collaborators/staff
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Grant Proposals: The Details, cont'd

Proposal Narrative Components, cont'd

Final Product and Dissemination
● describe the intended audience
● anticipate the results of the project
● explain how the results will be disseminated
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Grant Proposals: The Details, pt. II

Budget
● salary/wages (benefits)
● equipment & supplies
● travel
● consultants
● "overhead costs"

Budget Narrative ("Budget Justification")
written explanation of line items in budget
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Don't forget: 
RTRFP.



Grant Proposals: The Details, pt. III

Other Materials
● proposal summary (a.k.a. abstract)
● timeline (a.k.a. workplan, schedule)
● bibliography
● resume or curriculum vitae

○ rarely: narrative biography or personal statement
● work sample
● supporting documents

○ letters of support/recommendation/reference
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Common Grantwriting Problems
And their solutions.

Ƶ Sending a proposal to the wrong funder.
ƴ RTRFP. Know your audience.

Ƶ Submitting a proposal that's technically flawed.
ƴ RTRFP. Proofread everything and double-check all 
numbers. Errors destroy credibility.
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Grantwriting Probs & Sols, con't
Ƶ Burying the lede.
ƴ Foreground your idea and your project.

Ƶ Describing a project that doesn't (seem to) need support.
ƴ Connect the work to the money.

Ƶ Utilizing opaque verbiage.
ƴ Write clearly.
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A Real Example...
National Endowment for the Humanities 
Fellowship program

$50,400 for 12 months of continuous work
often taken in conjunction with a sabbatical

What's good about the draft? What needs improvement?
What's better about the final version?
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