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Compiled by Deneb Karentz, University of San Francisco (karentzd@usfca.edu) 

 
TIPS FOR PROPOSAL WRITING 

 

SOME PRACTICAL GUIDELINES 

 
1.  Start  ear ly . ( But , donÕt  assum e that  if  you will not  be able to m eet  a subm ission deadline 

or  target  date that  you m ust  m iss a review  cycle. Call the agency before t he due date,  
explain your problem ,  and ask if there is a procedure for  subm it t ing lat e.)  

2.  Read the inst ruct ions carefully  (before you wr it e, while you are writ ing,  and when you 
have f inished writ ing) .  Not  including all required inform at ion or  not  follow ing t he 
designated form at  w ill be noted by reviewers and program  off icers.  

 Use the agencyÕs m axim um  page lim it s as an indicat ion of t he detail expected in a 
proposal. DonÕt  exceed it  or  t ry to f it  t he lim it  by squeezing too m any words onto a page 
or  elim inat ing spacing. At  t he other  ext rem e, a proposal t hat  is substant ially shor t er  
than t he lim it  is probably lack ing in necessary details.  Keep within stated guidelines.  
Avoid jargon and unnecessary abbreviat ions. Be liberal w ith headings to break up the 
text .  ( I f  you use num ber or let ter  designat ions be sure t hat  they m atch in each sect ion.)  

3.  Use the sam e care in prepar ing your proposal as you would for  a m anuscript  being 
subm it t ed to a journal.  (Reviewers w ill com m ent  on t ypos,  not  using standard form ats,  
m issing references,  et c.)  Send glossy photos of illust rat ions if  cr it ical detail is lost  in 
print ing copies of the proposal (ask how m any are needed) .  FastLane current ly  does not  
print  reviewer copies in color. 

4.  Make your goals specif ic and clear:  What  quest ions are you asking? Constant ly  keep 
these goals in focus.  Devote at  least  a paragraph t o put t ing your proposed experim ents 
in a long- t erm  context .  Dist inguish between your overall in t erest s and obj ect ives and 
those you w ish to achieve dur ing the t enure of t he proposed grant .  Proposing much 

more work than can possibly be achieved during the requested grant period is 

one of the most common mistakes made by first-time applicants. 

5.  Ensure t hat  you have an appropr iate rat ionale for  each study:  Why is your work 
im portant? 

6.  Descr ibe prev ious experim ents carefully  and clearly:  Are you a careful and crit ical 
scient ist ? Have you included appropr iate cont rols for  every exper im ent? 

7.  Design your experim ents with exquisit e care.  Discuss pit falls,  int erpretat ions and 
st rategies.  How are you going t o do the work? Do you have enough exper ience w ith t he 
techniques proposed? Have you suggested appropriate m ethods, not  ones t hat  you th ink 
are in fashion? Make very clear  which experim ents you consider  to be the m ost  
im portant  and which you w ill drop if  t hey appear unproduct ive. 

8.  Get  as m uch help as possible from  colleagues,  peers and m entors from  your laboratory 
or  cam pus,  NSF publicat ions (Program  Announcem ents, Grant  Proposal Guide,  Web 
Pages, Funded Proj ect  Abst ract s,  Reports, Special Publicat ions) ,  program  officers 
( incum bent  and form er ÒrotatorsÓ) ,  previous panelist s,  serve as a rev iewer,  et c. 

9.  I f  you are cont inuing work init iat ed as a graduate student  or  postdoctoral fellow , m ake it  
clear that  your  work will not  be com pet ing with t hat  laboratory.  I f  possible,  include a 
let t er from  your m entor  stat ing that  the proj ect  is now yours to pursue or that  you w ill 
work in cooperat ion,  not  in com pet it ion.  (Collaborators from  other  departm ents,  indust ry  
cooperat ion,  let t ers of support  and m atching funds are not  requirem ents;  however, they 
can help you m ake your case.)  
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10.  Revise relent lessly , rem ove verbiage and unnecessary detail -  be sim ple and concise. At  
the sam e t im e give enough inform at ion in each sect ion to ensure that  your  reader does 
not  have to refer  constant ly  t o other  sect ions. 

11.  Rem em ber t hat  ÒThe ill and unfit  choice of words wonderfully  obst ruct s t he 
understandingÓ (Francis Bacon)  and ÒThe m ore words there are,  the m ore words there 
are about  which doubts m ay be enter tainedÓ (Jerem y Bentham ) . 

12.  Be sure to give credit  t o all your  sources.  For exam ple,  if you use several paragraphs 
taken direct ly  from  a review  ar t icle in your  int roduct ion, put  it  in  quotes and cit e t he 
source (a rev iewer of your  proposal m ay have writ t en t he art icle! ) . 

13.  I f  you have papers subm it t ed for  publicat ion,  ask if  you can at tach them  as appendices.  
NSF does not  current ly allow appendices for  regular research proposals.  Som e agencies 
require that  m anuscripts be accepted in order to be included.  Avoid list ing m any papers 
as Òin preparat ionÓ as it  w ill appear that  you have a problem  get t ing your results down 
on paper (and the t erm  is v ir tually m eaningless) . 

14.  I f  you are applying to several grant ing agencies,  avoid par t ially overlapping proposals.  
Funding of one would probably prevent  the funding of t he second,  even though the 
second m ay contain port ions that  are unique to that  proposal. 

15.  Track your proposal through the NSF FastLane system  (elect ronic subm ission of 
proposals is required by NSF) .  I f it  is m is-assigned to a program  or  rev iew sect ion,  t ry to 
get  it  changed as soon as possib le. I f  you have a substant ial breakthrough in your  
research between the t im e of subm ission and review,  subm it  a br ief update t o your  
proposal ( call the agency f irst  to determ ine the necessary form at  and deadline) .    

 
REQUIRED SECTIONS OF AN NSF RESEARCH PROPOSAL 

 
See t he NSF Grant  Proposal Guide for  details (available at  the NSF websit e 
ht tp: / / www.nsf.gov)  

Single Copy Docum ents:  

• I nform at ion About  Pr incipal I nvest igators/ Proj ect  Directors and co-Principal 
I nvest igators/ co-Proj ect  Directors 

• Deviat ion Authorizat ion ( if  applicable)   
• List  of Suggested Reviewers or  Reviewers Not  to I nclude ( opt ional, but  very helpful 

in the review  process)   
• Proprietary  or Pr iv ileged I nform at ion 
• Proposal Cert if icat ions 

Proposal Sect ions 

a.  Cover Sheet  for Proposal to t he Nat ional Science Foundat ion  
b.  Project  Sum m ary  
c.  Table of Content s 
d.  Project  Descr ipt ion ( including Result s from  Pr ior NSF Support )   
e.  References Cit ed  
f.  Biographical Sket ches  
g.  Proposal Budget  ( cum ulat ive and annual budgets,  including subaward budget ( s) ,  if 

any,  and up to three pages of Budget  Just ificat ion)   
h.  Current  and Pending Support   
i.  Facilit ies,  Equipm ent  and Other Resources  
j .  Special I nform at ion and Supplem entary Docum entat ion  
k.  Appendices ( I nclude only  if  approved in advance of proposal subm ission by NSF 

Assistant  Director/ Off ice Head,  or designee,  or  by program  solicitat ion)  
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You are allowed 15 pages to j ust ify  and descr ibe the proposed work.  You m ay st ructure th is 
sect ion any way you wish,  but  it  usually includes inform at ion on the following:  

Results from Prior NSF Support  

I f  you have never had an NSF grant ,  t his sect ion will not  be applicable. However,  if  you do 
have prelim inary data that  have not  been published and t hey relate to t he proposed work, 
be sure to include t hese in t he Proj ect  Descr ipt ion. 

What do you intend to do? 

You should start  with a brief int roduct ion t hat  st ates the overall obj ect ives of the proposed 
research to put  your  rev iewers into t he picture at  once.  Make your aim s as succinct  and as 
clear as possible,  t hey should be well thought  out  and feasible.  Do not  m ake your rev iewers 
st ruggle t hrough com plex quest ions or  tor tuous prose. 

Why is the work important? 

Cont rary  t o popular  belief and pract ice, this is not  m erely  a lit erature survey of t he 
background of the f ield.  To answer the quest ion why t he work is im portant  requires the 
follow ing:   

• A descr ipt ion of the research act iv it ies t hat  led you to the work you are proposing,  
such as an extension of work already in progress or  explorat ion of a new t rend.  

• A m eans of show ing that  you are thoroughly fam iliar w it h the f ield and have a 
balanced know ledge of it .  Be select ive and discr im inat ing in your choice of references 
rather  t han being all- inclusive.  

• A good background and lit erature survey will perm it  you to em phasize the areas where 
there are gaps in know ledge t hat  you intend to f ill and hence will lead you to.   

• How your proposal w ill ver ify  (or refute)  your  hypothesis and or  yield new conclusions 
of a general biological or pract ical significance. 

• What  are t he broader im pact s? ( see below)  

What has already been done? 

This sect ion perm it s you to show (1)  t he feasibilit y of your proposed studies;  and (2)  your 
qualificat ions as an invest igator. I ndeed,  in t im es of fiscal const raint  ( that  is, alm ost  
always) ,  your reviewers will feel m uch m ore confident  about  your  capabilit ies if you can 
show them  som e pert inent  prelim inary experim ents. But,  par t icular ly  for a new 
invest igator,  t hey m ust  be m et iculously  carr ied out  and presented.  Do not  ruin good work 
by a poor descript ion of it .  

How are you going to do the work? 

Again,  cont rary  to popular belief and com m on pract ice,  t his sect ion is not  like the ÒMaterials 
and MethodsÓ port ion of a paper,  but  rather is concerned with dem onst rat ing that  the 
applicant  can design an appropr iate research protocol, show the st rategy planned and the 
procedures t o be used (and t heir advantages and lim itat ions) ,  is fam iliar wit h potent ial 
dif ficult ies,  has considered alt ernat ive approaches and included per t inent  stat ist ical 
analy t ical m ethods,  and has discussed interpretat ion of t he result s.  Can the proposed 
experim ents answer the study quest ions? 
 
NSF Review Criteria 

 
Criterion 1: What is the intellectual merit of the proposed activity? 

How im portant  is t he proposed act ivity  t o advancing know ledge and understanding w it hin it s 
own field or  across different  fields? How well qualified is the proposer ( indiv idual or  t eam )  to 
conduct  the proj ect? ( I f  appropriate, the reviewer w ill com m ent  on t he quality  of pr ior 
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work.)  To what  extent  does the proposed act ivit y suggest  and explore creat ive and original 
concepts? How well conceived and organized is t he proposed act iv it y? I s there suff icient  
access to resources? 

Criterion 2: What are the broader impacts of the proposed activity? 

How well does the act ivit y  advance discovery and understanding while prom ot ing teaching,  
t raining,  and learning? How well does the proposed act iv it y  broaden the par t icipat ion of 
underrepresented groups ( e.g.,  gender,  ethnicit y, d isabilit y,  geographic,  et c.)? To what  
extent  w ill it  enhance t he infrast ructure for  research and educat ion,  such as facilit ies,  
inst rum entat ion, networks, and par tnerships? Will t he results be dissem inated broadly  t o 
enhance scient ific and t echnological understanding? What  m ay be the benefit s of the 
proposed act ivit y  to societ y?  

PI s should address the following elem ents in their  proposal t o provide reviewers w it h the 
inform at ion necessary to respond fu lly to t he above-described NSF m erit  review  crit er ia.  
NSF staff w ill g ive t hese elem ents careful considerat ion in m aking funding decisions.   

For  specific exam ples of act iv it ies that  address criter ion 2 see 
ht tp: / / www.nsf.gov/ od/ opp/ opp_advisory/ oaccrit2. j sp. 
 

WHY PROPOSALS FAIL 

 
1.  Absence of innovat ive ideas and/ or  hypotheses.  Surveys, preparat ion of standards,  

screening of cDNA libraries, isolat ion and m aintenance of cell lines do not  in t hem selves 
const it ut e novel ideas, even if  the work has not  been done before.  Money m ay be 
requested for  these studies,  but  usually  only  as part  of an overall schem e. 

2.  Errors in logic and exper im ental design.  The experim ents will not  provide t he results t hat  
they are purpor t ed to do.  The m ethods are not  described proper ly . Adequate cont rols 
are not  included.  The m ethods m ay be ÒfashionableÓ but  are inappropr iate for  t he 
proposed studies -  sim pler Òold-fashionedÓ m ethods will give bet t er  result s m ore quickly  
and cheaply.  Too few  sam ples for  stat ist ical analysis. 

3.  Errors in presentat ion and expression.  So poorly  w rit t en that  the reviewers m iss the 
point , or  cannot  t ell what  quest ions are being addressed,  or find statem ents am biguous.  
Overcrowded wr it ing that  obscures your m essage.  I nsufficient  background to support  
studies. Sloppily wr it ten wit h errors in experim ental detail so that  rev iewers have lit t le 
faith in t he authorÕs abilit ies. 

4.  Not  excit ing. 

5.  The author has at t em pted to enter a new area without  t he background and/ or  expert ise 
to m ake t he project  feasible. 

6.  Unrealist ically  am bit ious (even aft er  tak ing into account  the inexperience of a new 
invest igator) . 

7.  Wholly  unjust ified budget . 

8.  Proposal incom plete or incorrect  ( e.g.,  lack of inform at ion on current  and pending 
support , no let ters of support  from  nam ed collaborators,  et c.) . 

9.  I n the wrong program  or  not  d irected toward t he m ission of the grant ing agency. 
 

REVISING A PROPOSAL 

 
1.  Keep calm !  

2.  Read the reviews very carefully.  I f  your proj ect  was descr ibed poorly, your rev iewers 
m ay have m isunderstood your intent . 
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3.  Answer all pert inent  quest ions or  cr it icism s and correct  errors and om issions. 

4.  Add any new prelim inary studies. 

5.  Based on t he rev iews, consider  adding new experim ents,  but  do not  w rit e a new 
proposal. I f  it  goes t o the sam e rev iewers,  as it  probably  will,  t hey will f ind it  m ore 
difficult  to rev iew a proposal t hat  is rewr it t en ent irely, than one that  is rev ised 
appropriately. 

6.  I f  one com ponent  of your  proposal is clear ly  undesirable,  rem ove it  and im prove on 
other aspect s or  add a new one (but  only  if  it  is excellent ) . 

7.  I f  rev iewers have m istaken your int ent  ( see 2) ,  rev ise t he writ ing. 

8.  I f  rev iewers quest ion your expert ise, em phasize where you can obtain t raining and/ or 
help and collaborat ion from  your colleagues. 

9.  I f  rev iewers crit icize your budget ,  your resources,  your com m itm ent ,  change t hem  (but  
only if  the crit icism s m ake sense) . 

10.  For all of the above,  get  advice from  colleagues and m entors in your  own f ield,  in 
related and unrelated f ields, and from  adm inist rators at  your  own inst itut ion and the 
grant ing agency ( t he NSF Program  Director  has a lot  of experience in the f ield and is a 
great  source of const ruct ion advice) . 

 
Hopefully  you wonÕt need t he advice in t his sect ion. I  wish you success in your proposal 
writ ing and career!  
This handout  was revised by Deneb Karentz ( Universit y  of San Francisco)  w ith inform at ion 
from :   

• Dr.  Philip D.  Harrim an,  Form er Program  Director  for  Microbial Genet ics and Microbial 
Observator ies,  Div ision of Molecular & Cellu lar  Biosciences,  NSF 

• Dr.  Pam ela Talalay, Johns Hopkins Universit y 
• Dr.  Dennis Peacock, Form er Head of Antarct ic Sciences Sect ion, Office of Polar  

Program s,  NSF 
• Nat ional Science Foundat ion websit e (ht tp: / / www.nsf.gov)  


