
Basic Grant Writing



Positioning Your

Program for Support

Prior to beginning to write a grant proposal, 
several actions can help ensure that grantees are 
in the best possible position to attract funding:

– Adopt a strategic financing approach

– Refine your program’s vision and results

– Familiarize yourself with the funding community

– Seek diverse funding sources

– Make finding funding part of your routine and ask 
for help



What Does It Mean to Adopt a 

Strategic Financing Approach?

• Adopting a strategic financing approach helps 

you align the funding sources and financing 

strategies you decide to pursue with your 

specific financing needs. 

• Developing a strategic approach involves 

several key steps.

Step 1: Clarify what funding you need.

Step 2: Estimate what program components, 

activities and improvements will cost.



What Does It Mean to Adopt a 

Strategic Financing Approach?

Step 3: Have a complete picture of the  

resources already available to your program.

Step 4: Identify funding gaps.

Step 5: Determine what funding sources and 

financing strategies can help you fill these 

gaps.



Refine Your Program’s 

Vision and Results

• Being able to articulate what outcomes your program 
plans to achieve and knowing how you will determine 
whether you are successful are essential.

• A vision captures what you want to achieve in a 
compelling and inspiring statement and addresses what 
success looks like for your program. 

• Generally, results are broad conditions of well-being for 
which no single initiative or program in the community 
is responsible. They include, for example, children and 
youth will be safe and/or children and youth will 
succeed in school.



Familiarize Yourself with the 

Funding Environment

• Become familiar with major sources available at 

the community, state, and national levels. 

• Networking with other programs, community 

leaders, and potential funders can be an effective 

way to learn about the funding environment. 

• Reviewing the websites, newsletters, and annual 

reports of other organizations can also provide 

useful information about who is funding what 

initiative in your community.



Make Finding Funding

Part of Your Routine
• Do not wait until a grant is about to end to start 

looking for additional funding. 

• By planning ahead and continually identifying 
potential sources of program support you will 
have ample time to collaborate with community 
partners and consider funding sources that may be 
available.

• Take stock of your program’s capacity to identify 
resources on an ongoing basis and identify 
partners and staff responsible for fundraising and 
building relationships.



Ask for Help

• Reach out to other programs and stakeholders 

in your community. 

• Programs are often more successful in 

attracting sizable investments when they work 

with other programs in the community. 



How Much Revenue 

Can Be Generated?
• Before writing a grant proposal, you must know how much 

you plan to request and what is reasonable to expect from a 
particular funding source. 

• For some funders and funding sources, information about 
the total amount of funding available, the number of 
grantees to be funded, and the size of grant awards may be 
readily available. In other cases, you may have to do a little 
investigating to answer these questions. 

• Determining what grants were made in the past can be 
instructive. For public funding sources, this information 
frequently is available on agency websites. Many private 
foundations’ websites and annual reports list the grants they 
have made. 



What Is the 

Administrative Burden?
• Clearly understand any requirements attached to a 

potential grant funding source. 

• What reports will the funder expect you to 
provide and with what frequency? 

• Are there evaluation or data collection 
requirements? 

• What other recordkeeping is required?

• Ensure you can meet all the requirements of a 
grant or identify people and organizations that can 
help you do so before you apply.



When Will the

Funds Be Available?

• Investigate when you would receive the funds 

and the funding cycle of the grant (i.e., when 

the grant begins and ends). 

• You will want to make sure the timing will 

meet your fiscal needs.



Present a Credible Statement

of Anticipated Results

• Funders want to see that potential grantees 

have clearly defined project outcomes. 

• They also want to see a plan to evaluate 

progress toward those results

• Data –Data-Data



Elements of a Successful

Grant Proposal
• Cover letter

• Executive summary

• Introduction

• Problem statement

• Plan of action

• Program budget and budget narrative

• Organizational qualifications

• Leadership and staffing information

• Performance measurement or evaluation plan

• Sustainability plan

• Conclusion

• Addenda



Cover Letter

• More than likely, you will transmit your 

request for funding with a cover letter. The 

cover letter should be written on the requesting 

organization’s letterhead and signed by its 

executive director or chief executive officer. 

• The cover letter provides a concise overview 

of the amount of funding requested and the 

purpose of the grant.



Executive Summary
• This proposal element is also sometimes referred to as the proposal 

summary or proposal cover sheet. 

• In two or three paragraphs, the executive summary should introduce the 

proposal and provide the funder with an overview of your grant request. 

• Explain to the funder the purpose of your grant request. What is the 

problem that your project will address? 

• Demonstrate your organizational capacity and how the project fits within 

your organization’s mission. 

• Why should the grant-maker support your organization to undertake this 

project?

• Establish how the proposed project matches the funder’s priorities. Clarify 

how your program or project is a good fit with the funder’s mission and 

goals. 

• Indicate the amount requested. The summary should make note of the total 

amount requested to undertake the work outlined in the proposal.



Introduction

• The introduction presents background information 

and a clear rationale for your proposed project.

• Use the introduction to demonstrate to the funder 

that you have a clear understanding of the context 

in which you operate and are familiar with 

research and best practices in the field.

• This establishes your credibility to deal with the 

issues that your project addresses.



Problem Statement
The proposal narrative defines the problem which is a critical element 

of the proposal. The problem statement should achieve these purposes.

– Explain the need that your project will address. What is the problem, 

what are its causes, and what are some potential approaches or 

solutions to the problem?

– Describe the target population. Who in your community is affected by 

the problem that your program will address?

– Document what  is being done to address the problem. What other 

programs or initiatives are aimed at this problem and why is your 

program needed?

– Detail your project goals and objectives. What are your project’s goals 

and desired outcomes? ( on line research “using a Logic Model to 

Illustrate Your Goals and Objectives”



Plan of Action
• The plan of action is the heart of your funding request. This is your 

opportunity to sell a potential funder on the merits of your program. 

• Provide a complete description of the activities you will undertake and explain 

your plan for implementation. 

• Given the information you need to cover in the plan of action, this will likely be 

the longest section of the proposal.

– Briefly restate the problem. Remind your reader what issue(s) in your community 

your program will address.

– Describe your program. Clearly and completely, within the space you have 

available, explain

– Describe the major activities of your program and why you believe those activities 

are best suited to address the identified problem. 

• How many clients will you serve? In how many locations? 

• During what times? 

• Provide information that will give a prospective funder a clear picture of the 

activities for which you seek support.



Plan of Action

• Elaborate on the target population for your program. Whom will your 

program serve? How will you identify your target population? What outreach 

will you conduct to ensure your target population receives your services?

• Make a compelling case for why the program design you have chosen will 

achieve the anticipated results. Why did you choose your program design over 

other strategies? What evidence do you have that your program will be 

effective in reaching the goals you have defined?

• Present the timeline for your project. Lay out how you will implement your 

project during the grant period. Your timeline should clearly indicate the 

specific steps you will take to implement the project and who will be 

responsible for the work.



Program Budget and 

Budget Narrative
• What is the cost of the proposed project or activity? Is the cost 

reasonable? 

• The proposal should include two elements a budget, which 
presents an itemized request for funding, and a budget 
narrative, which describes how you formulated your cost 
estimates.

• In general, the budget format will require you to present your 
costs in categories such as salaries and fringe, facilities, travel, 
postage, office supplies, insurance, and audit. Many funders 
place a limit on the percentage of indirect, administrative, or 
overhead costs they will permit the grant to support.

• The budget narrative is the written description of the budget. 
The narrative walks through each line of the budget and 
provides an explanation of the program costs.



Organizational Qualifications
The requesting organization must convince a prospective funder that it has 

the qualifications and the capacity to carry out the planned scope of work. 

This section of the proposal needs to make the case as to why the grant-

maker should support your organization to undertake the proposed activities. 

• You must prove to the funder that you have the capacity to do what you are 

proposing. 

– Provide Information on your current programs and the 

population(s) you reach. Building on the organizational overview, in 

which you described who you are, now explain what you do. What 

services or activities does your program provide? What population(s) do 

you serve?

– Summarize your track record and accomplishments. This is the 

place to pop your collar. What are some organizational 

accomplishments you can highlight in the request? How would you 

describe your track record to a prospective funder?



Leadership and

Staffing Information
In addition to describing organizational qualifications your 
proposal should present a management plan and staff 
qualifications. 

• Description of how your program is structured and staffed. Give 
the proposal reader a sense of how your program operates. What 
is your operational structure? Who are your major partners? How 
do you manage your work? How many staff do you employ? 

• Presenting your plan for how the proposed project will be 
managed and staffed is a critical piece of the proposal. In this 
section, list key project staff and, if space permits include one-
paragraph biographies for those staff. You may want to include 
longer biographies or resumes if the proposal format permits the 
inclusion of supplemental materials.



Performance Measurement or 

Evaluation Plan
• The performance measurement component of the proposal provides an 

opportunity to demonstrate your commitment to accountability. 

• The proposal must address how you will define and measure success for 

the proposed project. 

• Performance measures demonstrate how you will measure progress toward 

your intended outcomes, as identified in the problem statement, and the 

impact of your major program activities, as described in the plan of action. 

A logic model is an effective tool for illustrating the connection between all 

of these

• Performance measures should be realistic. Propose measures on which you 

think your work will have a reasonable impact and for which you have 

measurement tools or data available. 

• You should describe any evaluation tools you will use to measure 

outcomes, such as surveys, student data, or assessment tools.



Sustainability Plan
• Increasingly, funders are requiring potential grantees to 

address in their proposals how they intend to sustain the 

project beyond the period of the grant. They are making this 

demand because they do not want to be in a position of starting 

up or supporting programs or services that will not last beyond 

the life of the grant; instead, they want to make lasting changes 

in the communities in which they invest.

• What is your plan for continuation beyond the grant period? 

Provide your initial thinking on how you will sustain the 

activities for which funds are being requested. Demonstrate 

that you are thinking about sustainability and that you have a 

strategy for addressing the sustainability of your project (e.g., 

a plan to engage program stakeholders in a sustainability 

planning process).



Conclusion

• Think of the conclusion as an even shorter 

version of your executive summary. 

• The conclusion should briefly summarize your 

request. It should cover the amount requested, 

the problem your program addresses, how your 

program addresses the problem, and how the 

requested funds will support your work.



Addenda

Often, the application guidelines will require you to provide certain 
addenda or attachments. Addenda that may be requested include:

• Certificate of incorporation and bylaws

• Internal Revenue Service 501(c)(3) determination letter

• Audited financial statements

• Operating budget

• List of other current funding sources

• Annual report

• List of officers and board of director members

• Biographies and resumes of key staff

• Commitment letters or memoranda of understanding from 
partners or program consultants



Tips for Successful

Proposal Writing
• Do your research.

• Review proposal requirements and follow 
directions.

• Ask questions.

• Be organized, clear, and concise in your request.

• Proofread the proposal.

• Seek help when you need it.

• Start early and be patient.

• Remember that writing proposals gets easier over 
time.



Common Grant-Writing Mistakes

• Failing to provide a convincing rationale

• Being overly ambitious

• Leaving ideas undefined

• Providing too much or not enough detail

• Failing to demonstrate community support

• Not following directions

• Using jargon and acronyms



If Your Request Is Denied
• Even the most outstanding proposals may not receive funding 

every time you pursue a grant opportunity. Try not to be 

discouraged if your request is not approved. Instead, view 

rejection as an opportunity to build relationships and to learn 

what you could change or do better next time to increase your 

chances of success.

• If you continue to believe your program is a good fit with a 

funder’s priorities, consider revising the proposal and 

submitting it in a future grant cycle. Just because you were 

turned down once does not mean you cannot be successful on 

a subsequent try.

• Patience and perseverance generally do pay off, and grant-

writing is no exception to this rule.    



Websites to Access

Grant Proposals

U.S. Department of Education

www.ed.gov

Non-profit guides

www.npguides.org

Grants.gov 

www.grants.gov

Philanthropy News Digest 

www.foundationcenter.org

http://www.ed.gov/
http://www.npguides.org/
http://www.grants.gov/
http://www.foundationcenter.org/


GOOD LUCK!!
Presented by:

Sheila Lewis

shesiwel2@aol.com


