A MODEST PROPOSAL:  

HOW REAL PEOPLE GET GRANT PROPOSALS FUNDED

By Pam LeRose


Although not as bleak as Jonathan Swift's proposal for cannibalizing Irish children as an answer for England's Irish dilemma, if asked, I wouldn't have given the product of my first foray into the world of grant writing any more of a chance of success than his satirical solution. I have since learned that my grant writing partner and I went about writing our proposal in just the right way to give us the best chance of getting our project funded. 


When my children entered elementary school, I joined a parent enrichment group there. Our group consisted of parents and teachers who were trying to blend enrichment activities with the school's curriculum using an historical/thematic approach. The group's primary purpose was to provide additional cultural exposure and enriching activities for the students, plus open up another avenue for parent, scholar, and community participation. 


We decided to plan a "Colonial Year" for the students, which would include a number of activities conducted by both consultants brought in for special programs and in-house parents and teachers. Consultant activities included staff development conducted by the Colonial Williamsburg Foundation; residencies by a Native American group; and presentations by a poet, an actress, and a cartoonist-storyteller.


With parent/teacher support we also planned to print a student poetry book and conduct colonial arts and crafts activities. The program would culminate at year's end with a colonial barn-raising festival. Planning was begun in the fall of the previous school year for the program scheduled to begin at the start of the following year.

One key to a proposal's success is careful advance planning and a clear knowledge of what you want to accomplish. A proposal reader can spot a hurriedly put-together proposal a mile away.


In order to bring an entire year's worth of enrichment activities to a school, there had to be more money raised than could be accomplished with the traditional bake sales and spaghetti dinners. So another parent and I were "elected" to become the project's grant writers. 


Two of the main criteria for success had already been met – we had carefully planned activities that would compose the project itself, and we had the backing of enthusiastic teachers, parents, and administrators who formed a cooperative group with the ability to implement a large project. 

Funding sources like to see collaboration on projects. Collaboration helps to ensure that the necessary expertise is available and lowers the likelihood of duplication of efforts.


The first step was to call the scholars we wanted to invite to join us and begin scheduling them into the next school year's class schedules. Not only did we explain to them what we had in mind, but we also asked them about the different funders they had been involved with.


The next step was to contact the prospective funders, discuss our project, and ask if funding for our project was feasible within their guidelines.

Funders rarely welcome "cold" proposals. They prefer an advance contact from the prospective grantee. It shows that the grant writer is willing to do his/her homework and begins to establish a relationship. It also allows the funder to weed out obviously inappropriate projects or help steer the grant writer in a direction that could give the proposal a greater chance of success.


The Humanities Council grants administrator sent us the major grant guidelines (for projects over $1,500 and up to $20,000) to begin writing a proposal for funds and explained that the Council encourages and supports programs that – 

· Include skilled humanities scholars' direct involvement. The standard requirement for a scholar is an advanced degree in a humanities discipline, such as history, literature, philosophy, archaeology, ethics, languages, comparative religion, or the arts or art history; 

· Foster an understanding of history, art, literature, or other humanities areas, especially by applying them to daily life; 

· Show cooperative efforts between groups and evidence of community support; 

· Could be models for regional or statewide projects. 

The administrator explained that the Council awards "matching" grants, which meant we needed to obtain support from other sources such as our P.T.O. for our "cash cost share" and that donations of time and rental space, etc. would count for matching funds as "in-kind" contributions. If we asked for $5,000, we must show a "dollar-for-dollar" match from other sources. 

After this discussion, we checked our scholars' credentials, obtained short biographies from them detailing their professional experience, and outlined the role they would play in our project. We also contacted organizations and members of the community to ask for their cooperation. Among these were our local newspapers who agreed to publish articles on our activities throughout the year of the project.

Publicity and promotional plans are a very important part of your project because funders want to know that methods are in place to ensure that the target audience for the program will be reached and that the audience will have the pertinent details about the project. In addition, they want to ensure that they will be properly credited as a source of funds in all materials.


I kept in close contact with the Council throughout the project planning stages and the proposal writing process with any questions or concerns I had. Grants administrators are there to answer applicants’ questions and you should never feel like you are “bugging” them.  The working relationship our organization established with the grants officer was a major part of our successful proposal and programs. 


During the actual grant writing process, we made sure we followed explicitly the directions given in the application. 

One way to ensure that a proposal does not make the first cut is to ignore the prospective funder's directions for writing and submitting the proposal. 

First, we wrote the project narrative in which we –  

· described the program; 

· explained our purpose and goals, including showing the need for the program; 

· established our group's ability to implement the proposed program; 

· showed our schedule of activities; 

· explained the humanities content of the project; 

· listed the scholars involved with the program; 

· defined our target audience and presented a plan for how we would promote and publicize the program to that audience; 

· discussed how we would evaluate the success of the program, and; 

· listed other sources of funding. 

We tried to make this as concise as possible, as well as easy to read. 

Next, we wrote the budget form and budget narrative to show the Council – 

· the total cost of the program; 

· what portion of that cost we wanted funded by the Council; 

· the amount of in-kind donations, and; 

· our cost share provided by other funding sources. 

A carefully calculated budget helps establish credibility and implies fiscal responsibility in the mind of the prospective funder. 

Our last task was to complete the proposal cover sheet supplied by the Humanities Council. It was important to make sure everything on this page was totally completed including the required signatures, a clear and concise project summary, a short activity schedule, and the total cost of the project with the funds currently in hand and the amount requested from the Council. 

The cover sheet can be the most important part of an application because it is the first thing read. It must be neat and accurate with wording that is concise yet grabs the reader's attention, making him/her want to read more about the project.


I completed the application early so that the administrator could read a rough draft. This is often possible with other funding sources, as well, and I recommend taking advantage of the opportunity. It gives the grant officer time to help you correct any problems before the actual proposal deadline. 


The entire process from planning the program, contacting the scholars, scheduling activities, and writing the proposal took us approximately four months. It was time well spent. 

Proposal writing doesn't have to be a painful or intimidating process.  Following these guidelines will increase your chances of success. Your likelihood of success is in direct proportion to the planning, attention to detail, and the writing and rewriting you put into the proposal.
