ACADEMIC WRITING GUIDE FOR SOCIAL SCIENCES

L. Gorodetskaya, K. Ivanenko
2.3. WRITING A GRANT PROPOSAL 

In general, proposals can be of several types:

1) academic proposals are usually written with a view to getting some money or a place at a university for conducting research;

2) work proposals are written with a view to introducing some innovation at the workplace;

3) social proposals present a plan for a change that aims to persuade readers of the necessity of the change;

4) conference proposals ask for a grant to attend a conference that would be beneficial for the applicant’s professional development.

Some grants prescribe their area and aims in a very concrete way. In that case, the problem to solve is formulated by the grant-giving organisation, and the candidate’s task is to fit into a given format – the job is similar, in a way, to filling in a questionnaire. Other grants are open to any problem or issue suggested by an applicant. In that case, the applicant has a lot of freedom in formulating the aims and strategies of the proposed work but the final decision will depend, to a greater extent, on how persuasive the proposal seems to the target reader, i.e. decision maker or sponsor.

Before actually writing a proposal you need to gather information for it in three major areas: concept, programme and finance. Within these areas, the core elements that every proposal should include are:

· introduction

· executive summary

· needs assessment

· project objectives

· method and design

· project evaluation

· dissemination of results

· project budget

· future financing

· conclusion

· appendices

An Introduction is usually provided in a cover letter submitted with CV and is one-two pages long. It is addressed to the individual(s) responsible for the funding programme. The introduction contains a credibility statement about the candidate’s professional and organisational qualifications. As you write the introduction, describe clearly who you are, establish your organisation’s goals and give an outline of its past and present operations. Other features to consider are the organisation’s philosophy, track record with other grantors, and success stories. The concept is, in fact, a summary of the whole project written with a view of the philosophy and mission of the grant-giving organisation (fund or/and university where the project is going to be implemented). Successful grant writers understand the sponsor’s view of the world and express that view in their proposal. A common mistake here is to concentrate too much on the applicant’s own needs instead of matching their projects with the sponsor’s priorities. Such projects usually look selfish and are often rejected. If there are no guidelines of the sponsor’s aims and priorities, you have to get the necessary information from published literature, the Internet or specialists in the field.

The Executive summary (proposal summary) outlines the project goals and is usually written on a separate page. It is brief – no more than two or three paragraphs, and could be the only part of the whole package that is carefully reviewed before the decision is made to consider the project any further. The goal of the executive summary is to distil the proposal to its bare essentials. The indispensable elements to be included in the summary (and further developed in more detail in other parts of the proposal) are:

· problem (brief statement of the problem or need you are planning to address);

· solution (short description of the project, including what will take place, how and where it will operate, how many people will benefit from the solution);

· funding (the amount of grant money required for the project as well as alternative sources for funding in the future).

Special emphasis must be placed on the capacity of you and your organisation to carry out this proposal. The executive summary is usually written after the rest of the proposal is finished.

If the target grantors read beyond the executive summary, it means that you have successfully attracted their attention. The next task is to build on this initial interest in your project by enabling the funder to understand the problem addressed by the proposal. Your text must clearly formulate the reason behind your proposal and specify the conditions you wish to change. When writing this part, you must demonstrate your familiarity with prior research or work on the topic.

Sample 6.

Executive summary.

School No. XXX is planning to build the first assistive Computer Centre in the town of YYY. At this centre our visually impaired students will be able to use specially adapted computer equipment to improve the quality of their educational experience. The Centre eventually will serve three main functions. First, it will be a place where our students can “read” educational texts with the help of voice-stimulation computer programmes and Braille printing equipment. Second, the equipment in the Centre will be used for printing projects. Finally, our Computer Centre will provide the basis for career training for the handicapped students of the school. We project that the multiple uses of the Centre will be fully established over a period of eight years. For now, we are applying for a grant to assist us with the first stage of the overall programme: purchasing specific equipment for the Centre, namely, a Braille printer and voice-simulation reading machine.

Eventually the Centre will be a specially adapted working place, featuring assistive technology, where the visually impaired can learn to use both traditional and adapted computer equipment themselves. This will be a unique opportunity for valuable career training and study for our students and other disadvantaged members of the community.

School No. XXX has impressed the local government and community with its projects and devotion to its students. The attached letters will give an idea of the kind of support our school enjoys from various individuals and organisations in YYY.
Sample 6 commentary.

The case above is not an academic proposal but a work and/or social proposal (see the types of proposals at the beginning of this section). On the one hand, it aims at introducing some innovation (a specially equipped computer centre) at the workplace, namely, at the school for visually impaired children in a provincial Russian town. On the other hand, it is a social proposal in the way that it presents a plan for a social change, i.e. extending study and career opportunities of the disadvantaged members of the community. However, the case is an example of a logical, concise and persuasive executive summary, it states the problem and its desired solution, describes what will be done and in what sequence, and indicates who will benefit from the solution. It also emphasises the capacity of the organisation (school No. XXX) to carry out this proposal. The executive summary in the above case does not contain a description of funding, which appears in separate part of the proposal.

The problem statement (statement of need) shows how important the problem is and how much attention it deserves. In about two pages (unless specified otherwise) you write why this project is necessary, what problem it will remedy. Normally, the following is mentioned in the need statement:

· nature of the problem

· what is currently done about the problem

· purpose for developing the proposal

· beneficiaries (who they are and how they will benefit)

It is only natural that the problem must be of reasonable dimensions, which determine the feasibility of your project. The information used to support the case can come from authorities in the field, published sources, as well as from your own experience. Types of data that may be collected include historical, geographic, quantitative, statistical, etc. information. However, you must carefully select what is worth including and what can be left out, because this section must be logical, laconic and persuasive. The information provided should be both factual and directly related to the problem. That is why you are recommended to avoid too general terms, such as ‘little is known about’, ‘there is a lack of information about’, ‘no research has dealt with this problem’, etc.

Another common mistake is to assume that the problem is so obvious that everyone sees it as clearly as the applicant. Even if it is really obvious, the reviewer may like to know how clearly the problem has been stated by the applicant.

One more drawback is to provide incorrect or out-of-date information. As grant proposals are usually reviewed by specialists in the field, the reviewers are likely to notice inaccuracy and start doubting that the entire proposal is worth considering.

When formulating the problem, one can get into a trap of appearing too grim and pessimistic. However hard the problem may seem, the very idea of applying for a grant presupposes that it can be solved within a reasonable period of time - otherwise, there is no use to applying. Try to sound optimistic in your determination to improve the existing situation.

Finally, a typical mistake of proposal writers is being too critical of competitors. Yes, indeed, the need statement includes comparison with other (usually preceding) attempts to solve the same problem. However, you must be very careful not to demean others in your effort to be convincing. If your funders are interested in collaboration, they may even ask why you are not collaborating with those you view as key competitors. So you need to describe how your work complements, without duplicating, the work of others in the field.

The next part of a proposal deals with project objectives. Objectives are the desired and measurable outcomes of the programme. They must be realistic and achievable in a specific time period. Goals and objectives are conceptually different: goals are more abstract and general, while objectives are more concrete and specific. Therefore, a grantseeker must make sure that these two are not confused and objectives are given enough attention to in the proposal. To denote objectives in the text one can use numbers, bullets or indentations.

More precisely, objectives should tell who is going to do, what, when, how much, and how it will be measured. This part can be of varied length (from a few sentences to one-two pages depending on the requested size of the whole proposal) and is usually presented in the order of importance. There is a certain correlation between problem statement and objectives: for each problem there should be an objective.

Sample 7.

Objectives.

· To adapt pedagogical materials already used in normal courses of study from difficult-to-read to Braille and large-print formats over the course of several years.

· To establish a Computer Centre where the visually handicapped may use assistive technology to “read” traditional, small-print books using voice-simulation technology and Braille text display along with a Braille printer, starting from the upcoming school year.

· To use that Centre, once established, to address the special needs of our students and other disabled community members for learning and skills training.
Sample 8.

2.
Objectives.

2.1. Overall aim. 

The overall project aim is to upgrade the system of training undergraduates, Master’s degree students and Ph.D. students majoring in Political Science at Ural State University, and make it compatible with the world standards.

2.2. Specific objectives.

2.2.1. Upgrading of qualification and professional skills of Ph.D. students, Master’s degree students and undergraduate students.

2.2.2. Upgrading the quality of training in the field of political sciences at Ural State University.

2.2.3. Upgrading of foreign language skills of Ph.D. students, Master’s degree students and undergraduate students of the Faculty of Political Science of Ural State University.

2.2.4. Dissemination of all training materials, experience and project results in the Ural region.

Sample 7 and 8 commentary.

As you see in the above two cases, the layout of objectives can differ in different proposals, but numbers, bullets and/or indentations are invariably used to help the reader find their way in the proposal.

Project method and design describe the activities that will be conducted in order to accomplish the objectives. It is helpful to construct it as a timeline and explain what is unique about your approach. Some of the methods used in social sciences include observations, tests, interviews, questionnaires, and surveys. It might be helpful to divide the discussion of methods into the following: how, when and why you are going to carry out your programme. It is also useful to subdivide the methods section into several paragraphs covering activities to be held, resources and staff needed, expected results and advantages of the method to be used (what makes it effective, innovative, economical, and feasible).

Project evaluation is also called product and process analysis because it usually consists of two parts: product evaluation and process evaluation. Product evaluation considers the results of the project and how well they meet the set objectives. Process evaluation considers how the project was conducted (e.g. whether it was consistent with the stated plan of action and whether all the activities within the plan fitted well). In both, you are recommended to use quantitative criteria whenever they are applicable. It is important to know that the evaluation plan is developed together with all other parts of the project – not after writing the project. In fact, it is built into your plan and it shows that you take your objectives seriously and want to know to what extent you have achieved them. Later you can use the results of evaluation for improving the overall programme.

Many grantors expect applicants to write about planned dissemination of the project results. Dissemination is the means by which you let others know about your project, particularly about its accomplishments. As grants become more competitive, dissemination becomes increasingly important. It is no longer considered sufficient to say that you are going to prepare an article for publication or make a presentation at a conference – you are expected to specify both the journal and the conference. Other dissemination options are a project newsletter or site, books or manuals, exhibition displays, press releases, seminars, audio-visual materials, etc.

The budget is a statement of planned expenses. While writing the budget part of your proposal, make a list of all the items related to the operation of the project that you may need to pay for. The most costly areas to consider are rental of buildings and equipment, staff salary, insurance, utilities, printing, telephone charges, postage, and transportation. Budget adjustments are sometimes made after the grant was given due to inflation and other unexpected factors. The presentation of the project budget in your proposal should be in agreement with the major components and timetable of the planned activities. Remember that for your grantor it is necessary to see in detail how the money will be spent. The costs that are not usually covered by research grants are computer hardware and software, electricity, heating, and facilities.

Sample 9.

Budget

	№
	Secondments
	Items
	Cost per day (US)
	Number of days 
	Number of persons 
	Total (US$)

	
	Short-term secondment of a Master’s degree student in South-Illinois University, USA
	· Air-flight (Ekaterinburg– Moscow– Chicago– Moscow– Ekaterinburg)

· Train and bus fares in the USA (Chicago– Carbondeil– Chicago)

· Visa

· Scholarship

· Accommodation on campus

· Medical insurance

· Organisational costs
	1200

100

65

19,21

7,27

165

100
	165

165


	1
	1200

100

65

3170

1200

165

100

	Total
	6000


Future financing can be needed because some projects are continued after the grant expires. You are not recommended to state in your proposal that you will ask the grantor for additional financing after the proposal budget is spent. On the contrary, it will be for your benefit as a candidate if you can compile a list of potential sources of future funding in advance. For example, when applying for an international grant you may indicate local resources that can be either added to the grant budget during the project implementation, or activated after the grant period is over, in order to continue developing the project.

Every proposal should have a conclusion one or two paragraphs long. Briefly repeat what you want to do and why it is important. It is, in fact, the final appeal for your project – so don’t be afraid to sound a bit more personal that in all other parts of your proposal. If appropriate, you can outline some of the follow-up activities that might be undertaken after the grant expires.

Appendices include more details and supplementary data about the proposal such as references, personal vitae, letters of support, schedules, workplans, legal papers. They often contain graphic information such as charts, diagrams and tables.

Task 1. Ask your colleagues to supply you with their grant proposals they have ever written. Analyse them from the viewpoint of the core elements the proposals should include. Do these elements coincide with the ones listed above? Are all the expected elements present? How can you improve another person’s proposal?

Task 2. Analyse the proposals you have found from the following viewpoints: logic, language and persuasion. Which of them has a greater chance of being successful?

Conference grant proposals are written to ask for financial support to attend a scholarly or professional conference in the areas related to institutional research. The principal role of the grant recipient is to collect, analyse and disseminate the relevant information spread at the conference. The criteria that conference grant sponsors usually take into account when selecting the best among many applicants, are as follows:

1) the degree to which participation in the conference would enrich the professional development of the applicant;

2) the extent to which the applicant is going to participate in the conference (presenting a paper, making a poster presentation, participating in panel discussions, serving as a moderator, etc.);

3) whether the applicant has previously received a conference grant from the same grantor.

The conference grant proposal should be maximum six pages long though shorter proposals produce a better impression on the target reader. They usually include the following elements:

· Cover letter (one page) indicates the type of grant, the name and address of the applicant(s), the amount of funding requested, and the name and address of the institution to which the funding should be sent.

· Project description (three pages maximum) should include information about the conference and say how the applicant is going to participate in it (speak, moderate, etc.), why the conference is important for the applicant’s professional development and how he/she is going to use the information gathered at the conference for the benefit of his/her institution. If you are writing such a proposal you should also mention whether you have attended that conference before.

· Budget justification (one page) shows the total anticipated cost of attending the conference. It also indicates other sources of financial support that will be used to cover the remaining expenses.

Task 3. Find information about a conference in the area of studies close to your academic research. Based on the information letter spread by the conference committee through the Internet or published media, write a cover letter, project description and budget justification for your own participation in the conference. Ask a colleague to read your proposal and say whether he/she would select you among other applicants and why (or why not). Improve your conference grant proposal using the feedback from your colleague.
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