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Presentation Notes
10:30 Welcome! My name is Leslie Ponciano and I am the Director of Research Opportunities for the department of Research at the Chancellor’s Office. I work closely with the research offices at all 23 campuses and deliver a variety of services to increase the quality and quantity of research at the CSU. For example, I provide a year-round service of strategic proposal reviews. When you have a full draft of your proposal, send it to me and I will have strategic suggestions for you in approximately 1 – 2 weeks to strengthen your application. This includes both new proposals and resubmissions. Today, I will be sharing tips for writing strong grant proposal narratives. A pdf of the slides is attached to the meeting invite for today’s webcast. I encourage you to take notes and ask questions in the chat. I am honored to share that nearly 600 people registered for this event and although I don’t expect that everyone will be here today, I am encouraged that there were registrations from all career stages for faculty, staff, and administrators and from every campus and that span dozens of different disciplines. I will do my best to achieve a balance of information for those who are new to grant writing and those who are very experienced. This presentation will be recorded and an email will be sent to all those who registered with links to this presentation and the recordings of two workshops held a few months ago in November. 10:32



Agenda

Getting started Writing about the CSU 

Writing about student 
engagement in RSCA

Articulating project rigor, 
merit, & impact

Writing quality  Questions & Discussion

Presenter
Presentation Notes
10:32In the registration survey for today’s event, many of you indicated that you wanted tips for getting started in grant writing and so I have added a few minutes of content before we begin the advertised topics of writing about the CSU, writing about student engagement in research, scholarship, and creative activity, articulating rigor, merit and impact, and writing quality. For those of you who want more content related to getting started or about resubmitting a declined proposal, keep an eye out for the email with links to the November workshops.  I did note that there were requests in the registration survey for content related to finding a funding source, budgets, specific funding topics, etc. There just isn’t enough time today to cover all topics. However, every campus in the CSU is staffed with incredibly helpful people in the research offices. They may have templates, campus blurbs, campus data, proposal examples, or relationships with program officers that will be of great benefit. I cannot overestimate the importance of reaching out to the research office on your campus and asking for help. At the end of the presentation, this audience will be the first to hear about a new upcoming grant writing program that I will be launching next month. Then, during the last 30 minutes of today’s webcast we will benefit from the insights of a panel of amazing mentors who will share their perspectives and discuss various ways to address your questions from the registration survey and the questions that you type into the chat box. 10:33



Expert Panel 
for Questions 
& Discussion

11:30 – 12:00 

• Leslie Ponciano, Director of Research Opportunities, 
Chancellor’s Office

• Julia Gaudinski, Director of Research Development, San 
Jose State University

• Chandra Khan, Faculty Director for Research Development, 
CSU Dominguez Hills

• Ulrike Muller, Professor of Biology, Fresno State University

• Barbara Taylor, Associate Dean for Research, CSU Long 
Beach

Presenter
Presentation Notes
10:33In addition to myself, the mentors who will  participate in the question and discussion session are Julia Gaudinski, the Director of Research Development at San Jose State University, Chandra Khan, the Faculty Director for Research Development at CSU Dominguez Hills, Ulrike Muller, a professor of Biology from Fresno State who also trains people in grant writing internationally, and Barbara Taylor, the Associate Dean for Research at CSU Long Beach. I truly appreciate their willingness to volunteer their time and encourage you to stay for the last 30 minutes to benefit from their experience and insight.10:34 



Getting Started

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Let’s get started!10:34



Think like a reviewer Do your 
homework

Grant proposals 
are different 
than journal 

articles

• Volunteer to be a reviewer
• Read successful proposals
• Read declined proposals and 

review comments

• Review funder’s priorities
• Review eligibility criteria, proposal 

guidelines, and evaluation criteria
• Schedule meeting with a program 

officer
• Talk to your campus research office

• Marketing document
• Convey confidence and 

competence
• Create a template

Presenter
Presentation Notes
10:34On this slide are three suggestions for getting started on your grant writing journey. First – the very best way to learn how to think like a grants application reviewer is to volunteer to be a reviewer. Start small and volunteer to help with an internal campus competition or for an external funder where your expertise is desired. As you gain experience, volunteer for the major funding sources in your disciplinary area. You will discover what helps an application to stand above the rest and what mistakes are commonly made. You will understand how scoring is determined and how a panel decides on their recommendations to the program officers. Also - Ask colleagues if you can read their proposals and/or reviews and then schedule a meeting to ask for their advice. Second suggestion: Do your homework before preparing and submitting a proposal. Review the Funder’s priorities and verify that your project aligns with those priorities. Review the eligibility criteria, the proposal guidelines, and the evaluation criteria. Reach out to the program officer, schedule a meeting, send a summary of your project in advance, and prepare a set of questions. Communicate with the research office at your campus to understand any barriers that need to be addressed or steps that need to be taken before submission. Reach out to successful PIs for this funding source on your campus or on another CSU campus. Your research office may be able to assist you with identifying the PIs but sometimes this information is available on the website of the funder. Third suggestion: Grant proposals are different than journal articles. Think of a grant proposal as a marketing document where your job is to sell this project and yourself as the person who will best implement the project. You are convincing a group of people that this project is worth investing in and that will be a return on that investment. This is not the time to be humble, to be tentative, or to include everything you know. Convey confidence and competence. Help your reviewers to easily understand what you will do and why it is important. Create a template for your proposal that follows the guidelines exactly. 10:36



Tips: 
Writing about 

the CSU System

Presenter
Presentation Notes
10:36Before we continue with the main content for this presentation, I’d like to run two short polls to find out who is here today. Jennifer?Comment on poll results?Next, I will share some tips for writing about the CSU system. Some of the images are screen shots I found on websites. I apologize if they are a little blurry as their original intent was for a smaller screen but I thought it important for you to see in real-time that a wide range of facts are readily available.10:38



• is the nation’s largest four-year public university, with 
23 campuses and eight off-campus centers

• educates the most ethnically, economically, and 
academically diverse student body in the nation

• is renowned for the quality of its teaching and 
preparing job-ready graduates

• educates approximately 482,000 students
• employs more than 53,000 faculty and staff
• stretches 800 miles from Humboldt in the north to San 

Diego in the south
• has conferred degrees on more than 3.8 million alumni
• turned 60 years old in 2020, celebrating six decades of 

readying graduates to fuel CA’s economy

The CSU
Tip #1 Strengths-Based Perspective

Tip #2 Describe the Context

Presenter
Presentation Notes
10:38Tip #1: Write your grant proposal from a strengths-based perspective. Describing your lack of experience, your heavy teaching load, the lack of doctoral students, or that you are not an R1, only raises red flags for reviewers. Instead of describing what you are not, tell the reviewers what you are! So, the purpose of today’s presentation is to share some facts about the CSU that you can use in your proposal. As mentioned, these facts are publicly available on the Chancellor’s Office website. Tip #2: It is your job to briefly describe the context of where your project will take place. Don’t assume that the reviewers have ever heard of the CSU system or have any idea about its size of 23 campuses that span the state of CA, our 480,000+ students, or the impact that our graduates have on CA and the country. Did you know we are the largest 4-year public university system? Your reviewers don’t. There is power in our size. Imagine the contribution of a project that will study water pollution in Humboldt, Bakersfield, and San Diego. Or a project that will examine teacher shortages in Fresno, Sonoma, and Los Angeles. Or the digital archiving of Kobe Bryant murals in Central and Southern CA over the past year since his passing. If it is relevant, explain in your proposal that we are primarily an undergraduate teaching institution, but we also have graduate programs. Since 1961, nearly four million alumni have received their bachelor's, master's, or doctoral degrees from the CSU system. We offer more than 1800 degree programs in some 240 subject areas.[As you are all aware, despite the fact that we are a system, each campus operates independently and has a unique culture. Your proposal could include a brief introduction to the CSU system emphasizing the facts that are most relevant to your project, along with the specific strengths of your campus. For example, you could provide data on the size of the pool of kinesiology students from which you will recruit participants in your project, the extent to which they reflect the diversity of the campus and the diversity of the regional area. 10:40



The CSU currently has ten multi-campus collaborations, also known as affinity 
groups, that conduct research and share knowledge on a breadth of topics, 
from agriculture and biotechnology to desert and ocean life. 

They are associated with field stations, provide classes for students and the 
community, and offer ways for faculty to connect and collaborate.

• Agricultural Research Institute (ARI)
• Council on Ocean Affairs, Science, and Technology (COAST)
• CSU Program for Education and Research in Biotechnology (CSUPERB)
• California Desert Studies Consortium (CDSC)
• CSU Shiley Institute of Palliative Care
• Moss Landing Marine Laboratories (MLML)
• Ocean Studies Institute (OSI)
• Social Science Research & Instructional Council (SSRIC)
• Science Technology Engineering Mathematics Network (STEM NET)
• Water Resources and Policy Initiatives (WRPI)

Tip #3 Use your Resources

Presenter
Presentation Notes
10:40The CSU has a strong track record in external funding for RSCA. Our most recent available total for external funding dollars is $676 million.  That sets quite a different tone to your application than saying that your campus is not an R1. Tip #3: Use your resourcesFor example, the CSU system has 10 multi-campus affinity groups. it may be worth mentioning in your proposal because it could be a pathway through which you can disseminate your project outcomes or a network from which you can find collaborators or advisory group members. Some of them provide seed funding from which you can gather preliminary data or run a pilot project. ARI connects the colleges of agriculture on 4 campuses to conduct applied research in partnership with industry. COAST is a systemwide group for research and education of marine and coastal resources. CSUPERB is systemwide, offers seed grants, and partners with the life science industry for projects related to biotechnology. CDSC spans 7 campuses to conduct research and education in desert regions with a field station where you can bring your students or conduct a study. The Institute of Palliative Care provides courses for health care professionals. MLML has 7 campus members and is a field station in Monterey Bay with amazing views, graduate programs, and research lab facilities. OSI has 9 campuses as members and is based out of LA Harbor to focus on urban ocean and coastal sciences. SSRIC supports faculty and student research in the social sciences through shared access to comprehensive data bases, training, and research events. STEM Net is our newest systemwide affinity group and provides a variety of training, education, and research opportunities including seed grants. And WRPI is systemwide and is changing how CA manages water through researchAgricultural Research Institute (ARI): Colleges of Agriculture on 4 campuses, Applied research through university-industry partnershipsCouncil on Ocean Affairs, Science, and Technology (COAST): Systemwide research and education of marine and coastal resourcesCSU Program for Education and Research in Biotechnology (CSUPERB): Systemwide grants to seed research, curriculum redesign, entrepreneurship, Partnerships with life science industryCalifornia Desert Studies Consortium (CDSC): 7 CSU campuses, research and education in desert regions, Field station for research and coursesCSU Shiley Institute of Palliative Care: Courses for health care professionals in the communityMoss Landing Marine Lab: 7 CSU campuses with field station in Monterey Bay. Courses, graduate programs, researchOcean Studies Institute: 9 CSU campuses based out of LA Harbor focuses on urban ocean and coastal sciencesSocial Science Research Instructional Council: Faculty and student research through shared access to databases, training, and research opportunities and eventsSTEM NET: Research and education in STEM fieldsWRPI: Systemwide, changing how CA manages water through research, partnerships, education, and training10:42



Project Rebound
Project Rebound is a program that supports the higher education 
and successful reintegration of formerly incarcerated individuals 
wishing to enroll and succeed at the CSU. By connecting students 
with critical resources, Project Rebound constructs an alternative 
to the revolving door policy of mass incarceration and increases 
community strength and safety. 

Student Well-Being & Basic Needs

Critical to student success at the CSU, the 
Basic Needs Initiative takes a holistic look 
at students’ well-being both inside and 
outside the classroom, from housing and 
food security to mental health. We’re 
working together to find better ways to 
support our students on their path to 
graduation.

Tip #4 Institutional Commitment and Support

Presenter
Presentation Notes
10:42If the affinity groups aren’t the right fit for your project, there are numerous systemwide initiatives that may be helpful to include in your grant proposal as resources. For those of you in criminal justice, education, psychology, sociology, economics, political science, etc., Project Rebound is an innovative initiative for the successful reintegration of formerly incarcerated people into higher education. For those who are interested in equity, GI2025 has been making strides at the higher education level. And for those in nutrition, nursing, counseling, human development, and many other relevant disciplines, the CSU has a systemwide initiative on student well-being and basic needs. All of these existing initiatives as well as many others that may exist on your campus have data on their practices and their outcomes that you can integrate into your proposals. You can cherry pick the best practices and use the existing initiatives as a rationale for methodological decisions in your project. You can include data to demonstrate an existing problem that needs to be solved with your project or describe a plan to build on and extend successful efforts. A project that doesn’t have to start at zero because of these types of initiatives could be considered several steps ahead of the competition. And Tip #4 - for every existing resource at the CSU System level or at your campus that you take advantage of in your project, tell your reviewers that this is evidence of institutional commitment and support. Funders appreciate it when you connect the dots for them. They won’t take the time to search through your proposal for ways in which your campus is supportive of your work. However, it makes an impact to see that your department, college, or campus is willing to give you space or time, or that there are existing campus initiatives and programs that strengthen your project. 10:44



Tips: 
Writing about 

the CSU Faculty

Presenter
Presentation Notes
10:44Next, we are going to talk about you. I realize that many people in the audience who registered for this presentation are not necessarily tenure track or tenured faculty – you may be part-time, a fundraiser in development, a director of a center, etc. I will do my best to generalize the content for everyone. Before we move on, are there any quick questions in the chat about the previous topics? 3 min.10:44 – 10:47



Tip #5 The CSU Community

Presenter
Presentation Notes
10:44 -47From a systemwide perspective, we meet the needs of our students with more than 25,000 educators and more than 25,000 staff. Our faculty and staff represent many different racial and ethnic groups, abilities, languages, religions, politics, gender identities, cultures, and countries from around the globe. This is important because it may be very different than the environment your reviewers have experienced. Depending on your project, the access you have to people who are similar or different than yourself can be a strength as well as the fact that students in the CSU may see a staff person or a faculty member who looks like them. These are experiences we may take for granted but for your reviewers, it may be a completely different world than what they knew during their own education or now on their campus. Of course, they will only understand this context if we write about in the grant proposal!Our campuses are located in or near vulnerable or disadvantaged communities and serve as economic and employment opportunities for those communities. Our faculty and staff often have strong ties to the community and can connect community-based organizations and engagement to our projects. For example, your project may include outreach where you coordinate an event in a community park to distribute information about the health benefits of exercise or art. This is just my opinion, but I think the CSU has stronger connections on the ground level to the communities around us than the UC system or the community college system. I’ll talk about this more when we move on to writing about CSU students but….Speaking of those other systems in CA, together we make up the master plan for higher education – a model for the rest of the nation in creating multiple interconnected pathways for our students to achieve success. For some of you, it may be relevant to talk about our strong relationships with the UC system and the Community college system. And, don’t forget our connections to PK-12 also, many of whom are staffed with our alumni. Our partnerships at all levels of education can lead to collaborations, data, and best practices that can be included in your grant proposals. Tip #5 – Describe the most relevant aspects of the CSU community in your proposal10:46 - 49



Tip #6 
Boldly state 

your 
contribution

Research, scholarship, and creative activity touch every part of 
the CSU – enhancing learning and preparing students for the jobs 

of the future. The breadth and depth of this work spans 23 
campuses through shared expertise, facilities, and resources. 

Tip #7 
RSCA is 

Teaching

Presenter
Presentation Notes
10:48On this slide is a very true publicly available statement that you could plop right into your proposals: Research, scholarship, and creative activity touch every part of the CSU – enhancing learning and preparing students for the jobs of the future. The breadth and depth of this work spans 23 campuses through shared expertise, facilities, and resources. How will your project enhance learning, prepare students, or advance knowledge? How will you take advantage of the shared expertise of the 50,000 faculty and staff, the facilities available at 23 campuses, or the resources on your campus or in the CSU system? When you are able to answer those questions, you are ready to write about it in your proposal. Tip #6 – Boldly state your contributions. What are the unique strengths you bring to the project? Is it your experience, your expertise, your innovation, your approach, your perspective? And as you can see from the desert oasis to the celebration of indigenous culture and communication across generations in just the top row of pictures, projects from all disciplines have the potential to receive external grant funding and CSU faculty and staff have established a long and prestigious record of funding success. Plus, there are many funding streams that the CSU is well-qualified to pursue. Some are specifically for undergraduate institutions, Hispanic serving institutions, and minority serving institutions. Some are geared towards connections with K-12 or community-based organizations.  Before we move onto talking about students, let’s talk about teaching loads at the CSU. Our first priority as a teaching institution is to provide a quality education for our students. How does external funding fit into this priority? This is a critically important context for all of you to understand and convey in your grant applications. Tip #7 RSCA is teaching. By engaging in funded research, scholarship, and creative activity, we become better educators. We advance knowledge in our disciplines that can be integrated into our classes. We are teaching skills and providing learning experiences. And we achieve a higher level of satisfaction in our work. 10:50



Tips: 
Writing about 

the CSU Students

Presenter
Presentation Notes
10:50Check for questions in chatLet’s move on to writing about CSU students.10:50 – 10:53



Tip #8 Our students are the story

Presenter
Presentation Notes
10:50 - 53 Who are our students? Most come from within CA and many come from the disadvantaged or vulnerable communities where are campuses are situated. What you may not be aware of is that most of our students return to those communities after they graduate. They contribute to the economy of those communities and invest in making a difference for their families and neighbors. Again, this is not something a reviewer would understand about the CSU unless you tell them. Many reviewers are familiar with institutions that bring in students from around the globe and who subsequently disperse after graduation. The CSU is unique in its ability to so dramatically contribute to our state. Our students enter the CSU from high school or transfer from community college. Many of our students are first generation college students, from underrepresented groups, and commute from home. Some of our students are financially supporting their families and caring for parents or children. Tip #8 – If you are looking for a compelling story to tell in your grant proposal, talk about our students. The impact that your project will have on their education exponentially grows into an impact on their communities and for our state. Who can diversify every type of workforce better than the CSU?Typically, the CSU awards over 50% of California’s teaching credentials, just under 50% of the state’s engineering degrees, and 1/3 of the state’s information technology degrees. The CSU awards more business, agriculture, communication studies, health, education, and public administration degrees than all other universities and colleges in CA combined. The CSU has 17 accredited graduate business schools - twice as many as any other collegiate system.[12] Altogether, about half of the bachelor's degrees, one-third of the master's degrees, and about two percent of the doctoral degrees awarded annually in California are from the CSU.[10] And, the CSU system is one of the top U.S. producers of graduates who move on to earn their Ph.D. degrees in a related field.[11] 10:52 - 55



Tips: 
Writing about 

Student 
Engagement in RSCA

Presenter
Presentation Notes
10:54And funded projects create opportunities for our students. The next set of tips will focus on writing about student engagement in RSCA but before we do so, Let’s see if there are any new questions in the chat…10:54 – 10:57



Tip #9 
Paid positions provide 

equitable opportunities

Tip #10 
Students strengthen RSCA

Presenter
Presentation Notes
10:55 There is no substitute for the opportunity to work directly with a faculty member on their project, especially when they are included in exhibits, performances, presentations, and publications. Tip #9 is that external funding provides the opportunity to offer students paid positions in their field of study and levels the playing field between those who have demanding financial obligations and those who don’t. Don’t underestimate the power of stating this in your grant applications. The empowerment that comes from compensating students for completing valuable tasks in their field can be the single most relevant experience that leads a student to success. If you have a track record of successfully mentoring students, include some data in a small table in your proposal – how many students and of those, how many were from UR groups. But, importantly, we can learn from our students in our projects, especially if there is a community component. As mentioned earlier, our students originate and return to California communities where our projects are taking place. Tip #10 Students strengthen RSCA. Their perspective about the project design, their interpretation of the project results, their connections for recruitment and outreach, the impact it has on our field when they present and publish, and their ability to translate our outcomes to a broader audience are strong contributions to your grant application. Be explicit about their role and connect it to the impact of the project. 10:57 



Recruitment, Retention, 
& Evaluation

Tip #11:
Culturally Responsive Strategies

Tip #12
Awareness of Implicit Biases

Tip #13 
Equality, Equity, and Justice

Presenter
Presentation Notes
10:57Many proposals that I review talk about the importance of recruiting students from underrepresented groups as research assistants or participants. (Tip 11) But they often do not include culturally responsive recruitment strategies designed to attract a different population into their projects. And, if they are successful in recruitment, they lack specifics about how they will create a culturally responsive environment where the students feel comfortable and valued. What has been tried on your campus and were those strategies successful? If so, you have a set of best practices and data for your rationale. If not, then there are programs at 22 other campuses that may have the answers. Where will you find a group of students who are not currently represented in your major or field? What are some of the obstacles they face to join your discipline? How will your strategies overcome those barriers and how will you measure success? One way to better understand if your methods are working, is to ask the students to provide feedback. However, it is important when planning an evaluation to realize that students are in a vulnerable position, particularly if the person asking the questions pays them or grades them. Develop an evaluation plan that incorporates safe opportunities for students to give authentic feedback at multiple time points. If they aren’t having a positive experience, you will want time to be able to make changes and improve the experience, otherwise you won’t reach your goals of diversifying your discipline.  As you write about recruitment, retention, and evaluation, you may unknowingly reveal your biases that could trigger your reviewers. Implicit biases can come across in assumptions you make about particular groups of people when designing your project. Since they are implicit, you won’t be aware of them so tip #12 is to ask people who are comfortable being honest with you to check your biases. Are you choosing references that only have a deficit perspective? Are you assuming that students from a group will be louder or quieter, more or less skilled, prompt or late, distracted or focused, low or middle income? Recognizing your biases takes time and effort but can make a significant difference in the tone of your grant application and the way in which it is perceived by the reviewers. And Tip #13 is to use the terms equality, equity, and justice accurately and meaningfully. They are often used in well-intentioned but incorrect ways to describe a project’s goals. Because we live in a time where access to success is unequal, your project may be designed to create equality by giving everyone the same level of support. Or, your project may be designed with an equitable approach to meet individual needs. This helps those who have faced obstacles yield greater benefits but it requires them  to identify their need and this can carry a stigma or create negative perceptions. Some projects may be geared towards justice to change the environment or the system in order to remove the obstacles and give everyone the same access to success, defined by effort rather than privilege or the ability to overcome obstacles. 10:59



Tip #3 Use your resources

Tip #14 UGs rock at RSCA!

Presenter
Presentation Notes
10:59The image in the middle is of a student in a cap and gown deciding to enter the workforce or graduate school. The time spent learning skills in a funded project can help our students with this decision and with their success on either path. Spending time working closely with a mentor leads not only to well-written letters of recommendation but also to an understanding of what they want in their future. Many reviewers of your grant proposal will have no experience with undergraduates as paid research assistants who are given important responsibilities in the project. It is your job to paint a picture not only of what the undergraduates will do, but how they will be trained for these tasks, and how you/your dept/or your campus has a successful track record with mentoring undergraduates in this type of work. (Tip 14) If you need examples, take a closer look at the CSU student research competition, the CSUPERB student research symposium or the SSRIC student research symposium. There are also likely to be courses at your campus designated as CURES where research skills are integrated into the assignments. This falls under Tip #3 to use the existing resources at the CSU. In addition to these student-oriented RSCA presentations, your grant applications should highlight the extent to which students were included in presentations at conferences or as co-authors of publications. This can be shared in the narrative and in the PI qualifications section. 11:00



Tips: 
Writing about 
Rigor, Merit, 
and Impact

Presenter
Presentation Notes
11:00The next two slides are tips for writing about rigor, merit, and impactAny questions in the chat?11:00 – 11:03



Writing 
Approach

Rigor – how robust are your 
methods?

Merit/Significance – how will 
your project advance the 
discipline? 

Impact – how and for whom 
will your project make a 
difference?

Tip #15 
Provide a strong 

rationale

Tip #16 
Be Bold!

Presenter
Presentation Notes
11:02The most important factor in your proposal is the rigor of your project. Whether you are composing a song or creating a device for diabetes, your methods need to be solidly grounded in established and current knowledge of your field. Tip 15  - Your project design decisions must have a rationale. If the reviewers can find gaps or holes in the rigor of your project, the grant will be declined. The merit or significance of your project is rooted in the extent to which the outcomes will advance knowledge. Does it create a new dialogue, open up a new line of inquiry, innovate an industry? Tip 16 - This is not the time to be humble. If the potential exists for a leap in your discipline as a result of this project, then explicitly describe the full scope of that potential leap. If you are confident that the software you are developing in your project will decrease emergency response time by 2% but it might decrease response time by 10%, then write 10% or at least 2 – 10%.The impact of a project depends on the extent to which it makes a difference in some meaningful way for some segment of society. How many people will directly and indirectly benefit from your project during the lifetime of the grant and perhaps beyond the grant period? If you are testing a new pedagogical practice, it could potentially benefit the 30 students in your class per semester for three years (or 180 students) while it is being piloted and refined. But if it will be used in your classes for five years beyond the grant and if you are going to share it with your colleagues at your campus and at other CSU campuses, it could indirectly benefit 1000’s or tens of thousands of students. Again, be bold!11:04



Writing 
Strategies

• Tip 17: Content organization

• Tip 18: Word choice!

• Tip 19: Focused and concise

• Tip 20: Images, Tables, and Graphs

Presenter
Presentation Notes
11:04When writing about rigor, merit, and impact, the way that you organize the content can make a big difference in what the reviewers understand. Typically, in journal articles, we are trained to first make our case and then to state our conclusions. In a grant proposal, we flip that script. Frontload what you are doing and why you are doing it. Start each section with your project first. Then state your case. In National Science Foundation proposals, assuming you describe a rigorous project, you are only scored in two areas: intellectual merit and broader impact so NSF serves as a good example for how to approach each section and can be generalized to any funding organization. For the intellectual merit section, your only job is to very clearly describe how your project will advance knowledge. Anything else doesn’t belong. Organize the content by starting with: This project will advance knowledge in the following ways: 1) 2) and 3). Then state your case for these conclusions. Perhaps there is established literature in this area of study but it falls short of the innovative approach you are utilizing in your project. Or perhaps there is a gap in the knowledge base that you will fill. For Broader Impact, organize the content by starting with the biggest numbers that are credible to describe the number of people who will directly and indirectly benefit from the funded project. For example: During the life of this grant, each year 6 UG students from URM groups will gain skills and experience in geology research for a total of 18 students who will directly benefit. Furthermore, the integration of results from this study into courses at 4 CSU campuses will indirectly benefit 2500 students. Then describe the benefits in more detail to provide evidence for your conclusions. Include a brief but relevant literature review of only the most relevant citations. The last suggestion for content organization is to remember to include how you will implement the activities described. Grant writers always remember the what and the why but sometimes can forget to include the how!Word choice is so important. Selecting the right words to describe rigor, merit, and impact can make a big difference in how they are perceived by the reviewers. For example, if you were deciding between a proposal that says it will decrease the equity gap or one that says it will transform the educational experience for students in URM groups and improve their GPA by 4%, which one would you fund? The more descriptive sentence is longer but it is densely packed with information and reduces the need for more sentences to say the same thing. Sometimes by using a thesaurus to find impactful and memorable words that pop off a page, you can eliminate a string of forgettable sentences. Convey confidence and competence. Use an active voice to describe what you will do. Consider how the a small change to active voice conveys more confidence and competence: 1) A formal university journalism course will be made available to high school students. Or, 2) We will create a formal university journalism course for high school students. By spending some time to really think about your word choice, your ideas will come across in the narrative more concisely. Reviewers understand that you have space constraints. They don’t expect transitional and long-winded sentences. Get to the point and get there quickly. If you use headings and subheadings, it will keep your proposal well-organized but also focused. Within each section, focus only on the content that is needed. Remove extraneous sentences and words that don’t add anything new or that stray from the point you are trying to make. This is not the time to share everything you know. Keep the evaluation criteria in mind – if it isn’t going to improve your score or increase understanding, then it doesn’t belong! A strategic way to include details about rigor, merit, or impact but not to take up a lot of space is to include tables, images, graphs, or charts. Typically, these items can be smaller font and don’t require complete sentences. They also break up dense text and provide a landmark for the reviewers for where information can be found. There is no need to repeat the content in the narrative. Simply refer the reader to the table but in the narrative or in the caption under the table, tell them how you want them to interpret what they see. 11:08
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11:08Next, I will share some tips for improving writing quality in a grant proposal. Any questions?11:08 – 11:10
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11:09We will start by talking about some common writing mistakes that I have seen in CSU proposals across all disciplines and ranks. As mentioned in the previous slide, remove all extraneous detail that doesn’t add value to the evaluation score. What I didn’t yet talk about is missing details. When you leave gaps in your proposal, reviewers will fill those gaps with assumptions and their assumptions are based on their own personal experience rather than on your intentions. They can’t call you for clarification so if the information is missing, they have no choice but to think they know what you meant or to disregard the entire point. We’ve also already talked about word choice. Proposals that are written in an overly technical manner will only be reviewed well if every person, including the program officer, is a specialist in your area of study. If even one person is a generalist, they will have a difficult time understanding your project and it will likely decrease your chances of funding. There are some sections of your proposal where it is very valid to include highly technical jargon; however, when you do so, consider ways to still hold the attention of the generalist. Can you give an example or an analogy? Can you provide a brief definition of terms? Your job is to paint a picture that everyone can understand. To whatever extent is possible, please proofread your proposal and ask others to read your proposal to eliminate errors. Grammatical errors, theoretical errors, computational errors, etc. can damage your credibility at best and affect your score at worst. If your project summary says that you will train 8 UGs and your narrative and budget says 12 UGs, the reviewers will be forced to score you without knowing the actual number of people involved in your project. Give yourself the gift of time by starting to work on your proposal early so that you don’t submit an application with errors. Generally speaking, competition for grant money is fierce. For your proposal to stand above the competition, it must be innovative and novel. Every project can be described as innovative and novel but you must actually make the case for why it is true about your project. Are you using a new methodological approach? Are you bringing together two or more disciplines? Will your outcomes be a model for others to replicate? Will you add or eliminate a path of inquiry? Will you fill a gap in our knowledge base? As mentioned earlier, sometimes proposals are missing important details. Most commonly, what is missing is the rationale for decisions made when designing the project. When you decided on your sample size, did you run a power analysis? If so, that is part of your rationale. When determining that you would use focus groups, how did you decide the size of the groups, the length of the meeting, the questions or prompts used, and whether to audio record and transcribe the discussion? How did you determine the specific topic or time frame of your book or documentary? If you don’t clearly provide a rationale for the decisions you made, your reviewers will fill in the void with their assumptions. This is why some people get reviews where the reviewers are telling them to use a different theoretical foundation or a different methodological approach. For those projects that have high risks and hopefully high returns, it is important to provide a contingency plan to address any anticipated problems. This will demonstrate that you have a full understanding of what may occur and that you are prepared to keep the project going. For example, perhaps you have an attrition plan to prevent your sample from shrinking or an alternative if your innovative new approach doesn’t work. Ignoring the existence of obvious issues will cause your reviewers to doubt your capacity to complete the project. The other issue that may come up with your reviewers is the lack of a sustainability plan. What happens when the grant funding ends? How will the gains made in the project be continued, especially if it is found to have an important impact on a segment of society.  Funders want to see a continuity to your outcomes and it is your job to explain how that will occur. Lastly, if you are new to grant writing, you may not have any prior experience in grant management. Look through your past positions, even those that weren’t academic, and provide evidence of your qualifications to manage the project. Bring on a co-PI who has experience. Or add an advisory board. 11:13
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11:13This last slide provides some more writing tips. The first two bullet points have the same information in the same size font but the first is Arial and the second is TNR. You’ll notice that TNR takes up less space on the line. If that is multiplied by all the pages of your narrative, using TNR will likely gain about a ½ page of space as compared to Arial. I also suggest that you take advantage of the underline, italics, and bold features to emphasize the most important sentences in your narrative. Reviewers rarely read the entire proposal in one sitting without distractions. Every time they stop and start, there is a risk that a sentence or even a paragraph will be unintentionally skipped. Draw their eyes to the most important factors of your project with the use of bold or underline but use it judiciously. Italics has less of an impact but can be used to differentiate a section subheading or highlight a list. Also, keep an eye out for important sentences that are buried at the end of paragraphs, sections, or at the end of a page. Whenever possible, try to avoid doing so because that increases the risk that those sentences may be missed. As previously mentioned, space is always an issue in grant writing. Writing concisely and eliminating extraneous words will help to avoid that one word that didn’t fit on the line above from taking up an entire line on the page. Reviewers will have a much more positive experience reading your proposal if there is a bit of white space between paragraphs and sections. What you may not realize is that the white space does not have to be the required font size. You can shrink an entire line of white space to 5 or 6 pt font so that the illusion of white space is there but you aren’t giving up as much real estate as with 11 pt font.  You can see on this slide that there is less white space between the third and fourth bullet points than there is above or below them. It still gives the reader’s eyes a little break even though it takes up less space. I suggest using raised numerals instead of full citations in your text for several reasons. It takes up less space, it is less distracting and disruptive to the reader, and it avoids a situation where a reviewer expects to be cited but isn’t. Reviewers can become defensive if they think they have been slighted but if they only see raised numerals, they will assume they are being cited and will not likely look up your references to verify. As mentioned earlier today, Headings and subheadings help to not only organize your content but to also keep you focused on what needs to be addressed in each section. Find suggestions for your headings and subheadings in the RFP guidelines. The subheadings can come from the prompts they provide to describe what should be included within the required content areas. In fact, I recommend you plagiarize your RFP in your narrative. Lift exact phrases from the guidelines and the evaluation criteria and flesh them out in your proposal. If possible, use the exact same order as they are presented in the RFP. Some reviewers will use the Find feature to locate your responses to the scoring criteria. Make it easy for them to find the key words that they are looking for. The last tip is to check for alignment across all of your documents. As you prepare a submission, there may be many versions of your narrative, your project summary, and your budget justification. The project must be described the same across all of these documents or the reviewers will be confused and it will impact your score.  11: 16
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11:16Before we transition to the questions and discussion, I am announcing a new program that I will launch next month. Keep an eye out for the opportunity to register for small grant writing peer groups across the CSU system. You will have a choice to benefit from colleagues who are in similar fields of study or from those in a variety of fields. This program is for those who are ready to prepare a grant application that will be submitted in either three, six or nine months. One set of groups will begin in late February, another in early May, and the last set of groups will begin in late August. You will meet with your group on Zoom once a month for three months, or more often if the group prefers. You will have the opportunity to get and give feedback with peers and mentors and to be held accountable for making progress on your proposal. Stay tuned for more details!11:17
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• Leslie Ponciano, Director of 
Research Opportunities, 
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• Julia Gaudinski, Director of 
Research Development, San 
Jose State University

• Chandra Khan, Faculty Director 
for Research Development, CSU 
Dominguez Hills

• Ulrike Muller, Professor of 
Biology, Fresno State University

• Barbara Taylor, Associate Dean 
for Research, CSU Long Beach

Presenter
Presentation Notes
11:17I am very honored to invite Julia Gaudinski, Chandra Khan, Ulrike Muller, and Barbara Taylor to turn on their cameras and join me for this session that will end at noon. I have a list of questions from the registration survey but will also be monitoring the chat. I hope to keep the scope of the discussion related to today’s presentation topic as well as generalizable to a very diverse audience. If you have a individualized, specific question, please feel free to email me or this group of mentors after the webcast ends. 11:18I am so appreciative of the expertise and insights that all of you have shared today. Thank you Julia, Chandra, Ulrike, and Barbra for sharing your time and energy with us. I also want to thank Jennifer Wicks, the Chancellor’s Office Studio Producer who managed this webcast behind the scenes. Lastly, I want to thank all of you for attending this webcast and for all that you each do to educate our students and advance your fields. Good luck with your grant writing!
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