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♦ Christine Strohm, Ph.D., President, Engineering-

Science Editors, Ames, Iowa 
 

♦ Sharon Pound, Manager, Strategic Research Initiatives, 

University of Tennessee, Knoxville 
 

♦ Beth LaPensee, Ph.D., Project Manager, Research 

Development Core, Michigan Institute for Clinical & 

Health Research, University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, MI 
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GOALS FOR TODAY’S PRESENTATION 

♦ Best Practices 

♦ Common Mistakes 

♦ Tips 

♦ Q&A 

♦ Group Discussion/ 
Networking 





ENGINEERING-SCIENCE-EDITORS 

♦ Training of grant support staff  

♦ Developing narrative with PIs (researchers in IHE, start-up 

companies, center spin-offs, etc.) 

♦ Aligning goals and objectives with funder’s priorities 

♦ Coordinating contributions from multiple  

contributors/institutions 

♦ Critical review of narrative and work plan 

♦ Editing 

♦ Review/re-write/re-submission 

 

Comprehensive Grant Proposal Support 



GRANT EDITING: MULTIFACETED APPROACH 

 

 Compliant 

 Complete 

 Compelling 

 Competitive 
 



THE NUTS AND BOLTS OF PROPOSAL DEVELOPMENT 

Taking care of the mechanistic part of proposal 

writing: Prior to developing and “selling” the IDEA 

 

♦ Provide framework for the writing team 

♦ Relate individual narrative parts to the evaluation    

 rubric 

♦ Agreement on general time table 

♦ Establish responsibilities 
 

 



PROVIDE FRAMEWORK FOR THE WRITING TEAM 

♦ Read and deconstruct the RFP 

♦ Establish a list of general restrictions  

♦ Extract optimum page numbers for individual parts of the 

narrative 

♦ Compile a detailed list of required components  

♦ Compile a detailed list of mandatory supplemental information 

 

 



ESTABLISH A LIST OF GENERAL RESTRICTIONS  

What Restriction 

Concept Paper,  

Full Application,  

Response to Reviewer Comments 

All pages must be formatted to fit on 8.5 x 11 inch paper with 

margins not less than one inch on every side. Use Times New 

Roman typeface, a black font color, and a font size of 12 

point or larger (except in figures or tables, which may be 10 

point font). A symbol font may be used to insert Greek letters 

or special characters, but the font size requirement still 

applies. References must be included as footnotes or 

endnotes in a font size of 10 or larger.  

Footnotes and endnotes are counted toward the maximum 

page requirement 

Single space permitted 

  



ESTABLISH A LIST OF GENERAL RESTRICTIONS 

♦ Number of Co-PIs 

♦ Specific experience demands 

♦ Lineage 

♦ Rules for subsequent communication  

♦ Control numbers, page numbers: location 

♦ Marking of confidential information or trade secrets 

♦ File names 

♦ Maximum file size  
 



OPTIMUM PAGE NUMBERS FOR INDIVIDUAL NARRATIVE PARTS 

 

Extract the type of scoring information provided by the RFP 

Translate pages ⟹ points or % 

Translate points or % ⟹ pages 

Converting pages into points and vice versa helps the PI to address 

each section appropriately, matching the funding agency’s priorities. 



COMPILE A DETAILED LIST OF REQUIRED COMPONENTS  

  Project Overview 

 

• Background:   

• Project Goal: 

• DOE Impact: 

Pages 

1 

 

5 % 

Technical Description, 

Innovation, and Impact 

• Relevance and Outcomes 

• Feasibility 

• Innovations and Impacts 

 

7.5 

 

25 % 

Work plan • Project objectives 

• Technical scope summary 

• Work breakdown structure and task 

• Milestones, Go/no-go decision points 

• Project schedule (Gantt chart), Project management 

 

15 

 

50 % 

Technical qualifications and 

resources 

Unique qualifications, equipment, relevant, previous work 

efforts, time commitment of the key team members  

4.5 15 % 

Technology validation 4 or more critical performance attributes that will be used 

during the Stage Gate Review  

1 5 % 



RELATE INDIVIDUAL NARRATIVE PARTS TO THE EVALUATION MATRIX 

  

 

Points awarded Criterion What needs to be clearly stated for each step of the  proposed process/technology 

50 % Technical Merit, 

Innovation, and 

Impact 

What is innovative or advances current state of the art 

Sufficient technical detail (can be relevant data, calculations, analysis of prior work) 

Can the technology be applied to a wide range of biomass feedstock (while consistently delivering 

high quality) 

Identify 4 or more critical characteristics/metrology of bio-ACN that assure that it can be used in 

existing manufacturing systems producing carbon fibers that meet the mechanical property 

requirements for structural components 

30 % Project 

Research and 

Commercializat

ion Plan 

Clear description of approach and critical paths 

Are task descriptions clear, detailed, timely, and reasonable 

Clear identification of technical risks and appropriate mitigation strategies 

Clear definition of the baseline, metrics, and milestones 

Strength of the quantifiable metrics, milestones, and a mid-point deliverables 

Identify target markets, competitors, distribution channels 

Identify barriers to market penetration 

Comprehensive commercialization plan 

20 % Team and 

Resources 

Display of willingness to openly communicate with consortium over duration of work 

Demonstrate ability to facilitate and expedite further development and commercial deployment 

Reasonable budgets and spending plan 

 



DETAILED LIST OF MANDATORY SUPPLEMENTAL INFORMATION 

♦ Bio-sketches for key personnel (page limit) 

♦ Letters of support (page limit) 

♦ Summary for public release (page/character limit) 

♦ Summary slide (detail required content) 

♦ Foreign entity and performance of work in the US waiver requests 

♦ US manufacturing plans 

♦ Data management plan 

 



ESTABLISH RESPONSIBILITIES  

 

♦ Multi-institutional projects 

♦ Narrative related illustrations, team structure, work flow, 

Gantt chart 

♦ Point person for individual parts of the narrative 

♦ Version sharing and control 

♦ Scheduled communication 

 

 

 

 



 

WORK PLANS, TEAM STRUCTURE, OTHER CHARTS AS PART OF NARRATIVE 

MANDATORY SUPPLEMENTAL INFORMATION 

PENDING PROPOSALS 

MANDATORY SUPPORT LETTERS (INSTITUTIONAL, INDUSTRY PARTNERS) 

OPTIONAL INFORMATION 

 

 

FONT SIZE, MARGINS, SPACING (“RE-PURPOSED” PROPOSALS) 

PAGE LIMITS FOR NON-NARRATIVE PARTS 

WORD/CHARACTER LIMITATIONS FOR SUMMARY, REBUTTAL, TITLE ETC. 

REFERENCES 

FILE NAMES 

TEMPLATES 

 

Complete 

Compliant 

COMMON PITFALLS 





RESEARCH DEVELOPMENT DRIVEN BY STRATEGIC PLAN 



ACADEMIC VS. GRANT WRITING 

A C A D E M I C   G R A N T  

♦ Scholarly pursuit: 

Individual passion  

 

♦ Sponsor goals: 

Service attitude  

♦ Past oriented: 

Work that has been done 

♦ Persuasive rhetoric: 

“Selling” the reader 

♦ Expository rhetoric: 

Explaining to reader 

 

 

♦ Future oriented: 

Work that should be done 

♦ Theme centered: 

Theory and thesis 
♦ Project centered: 

Objectives and activities 



ACADEMIC VS. GRANT WRITING 

A C A D E M I C   G R A N T  

♦ Impersonal tone:  

Objective, dispassionate  

 

 

♦ Personal tone:  

Conveys excitement  

♦ Specialized terminology: 

“Insider jargon” 

 

 

♦ Accessible language: 

Easily understood 

♦ Individualistic: 

Primarily a solo activity 

♦ Team focused: 

Feedback needed 

♦ Few length constraints: 

Verbosity rewarded 

♦ Strict length constraints: 

Brevity rewarded 



THE HEILMEIER CATECHISM 

♦ What are you trying to do? Why is it hard? Articulate your 

objectives using absolutely no jargon.  

♦ How is it done today, and what are the limits of current 

practice? 

♦ What's new in your approach and why do you think it will be 

successful? 

♦ Who cares? 

♦ If you're successful, what difference will it make?  

(What impact will success have?) 



THE HEILMEIER CATECHISM 

♦ What are the risks and the payoffs? 

♦ How much will it cost? 

♦ How long will it take? 

♦ What are the midterm and final "exams" to check for 

success?  

(i.e. how will progress be measured?) 

 

 



SET EXPECTATIONS: MEMORANDUM OF UNDERSTANDING 



SET EXPECTATIONS: SCHEDULE 



SET EXPECTATIONS: WRITING ASSIGNMENTS 



COMMON MISTAKES 

♦ Unrealistic expectations regarding:  
o the time it takes to create a solid first draft 
o the time it takes to input team members’ revisions 

♦ Lack of coordination with faculty members’ departments 

♦ Insufficient consideration of broader impacts, working with 
underrepresented populations, education plans, 
evaluation plans, management plans, and other areas 
outside technical expertise areas of research 

♦ Too many or too few graphics 

♦ Writer’s block 

♦ Perfectionism – too little, too late 
 



WRITING TIPS 

♦ Plan your approach to version control 
o “Hot Potato”  
o SharePoint 
o DropBox 
o Google Docs 

♦ Establish protocol for file naming 

♦ Establish clear authority for approval of team edits 

♦ Plan ALWAYS to submit at least one day early 

♦ Work closely with your Office of Sponsored Programs to ensure 
realistic budget 

♦ Allow extra time for input from collaborators, including letters, 
narrative and budget 
 





In Person Consultation 

• Hypothesis  

• Specific aims  

• Study design  

• Biostatistics 

• Collaborators/Mentors 

• Funding Sources 

• Future research directions 

 
Grant Editing 

Research Development Core 

www.michr.umich.edu 



RESEARCH DEVELOPMENT CORE (RDC): EDITING SERVICES 

♦ Eligibility 

 Editing is limited to grants with an upcoming deadline 

 Available to any investigator at U-M 

♦ Services 

 Multifaceted editing approach 

 Focus on the primary narratives  

 One time review 

 Limitations of services – we do not make/insert figures, insert     

references, place content in forms/pdfs 



RESEARCH DEVELOPMENT CORE (RDC): EDITING SERVICES 

♦ Scheduling an Editing Project 

o First come, first served 

o Must schedule in advance 

o Request a close to final version of grant for editing 

♦ Turnaround Time 

o 7-10 business days 

The ultimate content of the grant is the 

responsibility of the investigator 



GRANT EDITING: MULTIFACETED APPROACH 

GRANT 

EDITING 

Content 

Review 

Overall 

logic, flow, 

clarity 

Grammar 

Punctuation 

Spelling 

Page 

Limits 
Adherence 

to FOA 

Eliminate 

Jargon 

Sentence 

Clarity 



GRANT EDITING EXPERIENCE 

NIH 

67% 

7% 

Non-Federal 

19% 

Internal 

7% 

Other Federal 

Agencies R01 
Other 

R 

K 

Center 

Institutional 
Fellowship 

32% 

26% 
24% 

11% 

5% 
2% 

~ 125 grants edited 

since July 2012 



COMMON MISTAKES IN GRANT PROPOSALS 

100% of grants require rewriting of sentences to 

emphasize clarity and impact 

Sentence 

Clarity 

45% of grants require reduction in text to adhere to 

page limitations 

Page 

Limits 

Please confirm I 

retained your 

meaning 

This is unclear 
Perhaps you 

mean….. 



COMMON MISTAKES IN GRANT PROPOSALS 

Specific Aims Page 

Significance 

Background and 

Previous Work 

Hypothesis 

Aims 

How Aims will be 

accomplished 

Expected 

outcomes & 

impact Courtesy on NIH NIAID 

Common Mistakes 

♦ Illogical Order 

♦ Sections missing 

♦ Lack of detail 

♦ Too much detail 

♦ No hypothesis 

♦ Aims too wordy 

 
 83% of first-time editing clients make 

one or more of the above mistakes 



COMMON MISTAKES IN GRANT PROPOSALS 

Approach/Methodology 

♦ Insufficient details to understand methods and/or data analysis 

♦ Too technical 

o  Broader goal is lost 

o  Reference techniques when possible 

♦ Poor balance between background/preliminary data and what is being 

proposed 

 
Language from a Funding Announcement 

“….provide evidence for the design of a rigorous research 

program in….” 

 I leave comments regarding approach in 75% of grants 



COMMON MISTAKES IN GRANT PROPOSALS 

Figures and Tables 

♦ Inclusion of a figure/table would provide clarity for complex information 

♦ Investigator includes figures /tables but: 

o  Does not refer to them in the narrative 

o  Refers to the wrong figures 

o  Describes data incorrectly 

o  They need to be larger or clearer and/or have accompanying legend 

♦ Figure is unnecessary 

 Compensation for 

Group 1 

Compensation for 

Group 2 

Compensation for 

Group 3 

$ 100 $ 200 $ 300 

 I comment on 

figures/tables in 

43% of grants 



COMMON MISTAKES IN GRANT PROPOSALS 

Expected Results 

♦ Not addressed or insufficient 

Potential Problems and Alternative Strategies 

♦ Not addressed 

♦ Identify potential problems but no alternative strategies 

Future Direction 

♦ Not addressed or insufficient 



TIPS FOR A GRANT EDITOR 

♦ Provide investigators with editing guidelines 

♦ Always ask for more time than you anticipate you will need 

♦ Stick to agreed upon editing dates with investigators 

♦ Read the proposal in entirety 

♦ Focus on grammar and then content 

♦ Ask for summary statements if a resubmission 

♦ Take advantage of the comments function in Word 
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THANK YOU! QUESTIONS? 

Beth LaPensee 

University of Michigan 

Sharon Pound 
University of Tennessee 

Christine Strohm 
ESE 

Engineering-Science-Editors 


