
I.  Researching the Funding Opportunity 
 A successful research career begins with 

researching funding sources and finding 
the right sponsor for your research idea. By 
reading through the intended sponsor’s 
funding priorities, you can determine 
whether or not your study is aligned with 
those priorities.  For example, don’t apply 
for funds from the National Oceanic and 
Atmospheric Administration to fund your 
study of children’s growth patterns. 

 Determine whether or not you are eligible 
to apply for the funding. Most sponsors 
specify requirements that detail what an 
applicant’s citizenship status must be; the 
applicant’s year of study; an applicant’s 
economic status; etc. 

 Determine whether or not your institution is 
eligible. For example, some sponsors only 
fund applications from students attending 
institutions that predominantly serve 
African-Americans; etc. 

 Determine what research outcomes the 
sponsor expects. If you are unable to meet 
a sponsor’s expectations, you should not 
apply for funding from that sponsor. 

 In most cases, you will not know 
immediately if your project will be funded. 
Know your sponsor’s timetable and 
whether or not it fits your needs. If, for 
example, you must complete your research 
within six months, but the application 
review and decision cycle takes nine 
months, you should consider looking for 
another funding source with a quicker 
response time. 

 If you don’t understand the sponsor’s 
guidelines, find someone who can help you 
decipher them. 

 

V.  Submitting your proposal for 
     consideration 
 Find out the method of proposal 

submission (electronic, via e-mail, by fax or 
by mail) and plan accordingly. 

 Electronic submission does not mean you 
can wait until the last minute. Due to heavy 
demand on deadline day, servers may go 
down, and can affect your ability to submit.  

 Deadlines are real – do not think you can 
beg your way back in. There are instances 
where a waiver may be granted (inclement 
weather/FedEx loses your package/a 
server on the sponsor side goes down, 
etc.), but those instances are rare. Find out 
what the deadline is and make sure you 
meet that deadline. 

 
 
VI.  I didn’t get funded. What do I do now? 
 Don’t be discouraged if you don’t get 

funded the first time you submit your 
proposal. Even experienced researchers 
have to submit a proposal two or three 
times prior to receiving an award. 

 If you choose to resubmit your proposal, 
during the re-write address all reviewer 
comments, or justify why you have chosen 
to reject certain recommendations.  

 Be neutral in your response to reviewer 
comments. Do not send a heated letter to 
the review panel charging that they did not 
read your proposal or that they did not 
understand your proposal. Reviewers may 
consider this action unprofessional and will 
counter that they did not understand your 
proposal, because you did not explain your 
proposed study clearly. 

 Persistence pays. Be sure, though, that 
each submission is an improvement over 
the last. Again, you don’t want to be 
remembered as mediocre or non-
responsive to comments that reviewers 
have provided. 
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II.  Getting ready to write 
 Identify a mentor who can shepherd you 

through the process and who can help you 
shape your research idea. 

 Have a great, original idea. Sponsors will 
not pay you to learn how to do research by 
funding a study that has already been done 
by someone else.  

 Even if your research idea is unique, 
remember that your situation is not. There 
are hundreds of individuals who share your 
predicament and are competing for the 
same funds you are seeking. You should 
START EARLY, so you can draft your 
proposal and have enough time to receive 
feedback from peers, mentors, or editors. 

 Prepare a timeline to help you make the 
best use of your time. A timeline will help 
you assess all your competing interests 
and will help you determine how much time 
you have available to devote to writing your 
proposal application. 

 Write! Write! Write!  
 Re-write! Re-write! Re-write! A successful 

application is one that has been written and 
reviewed several times before it is 
submitted. Each time you re-write the 
application, you have an opportunity to 
detect errors you didn’t see before and to 
strengthen your proposal. 

 Successful faculty researchers suggest 
hiring a professional editor if you have 
difficulty conveying your thoughts on paper, 
whether or not English is your native 
language. A good editor will read your 
proposal for style, grammar, logic, etc. 

 

III.  Writing the proposal 
 Be concise 
 Be clear 
 Avoid jargon 
 Spelling and grammar are not minor 

details. A reviewer wants to delve into your 
research idea. A reviewer does not want to 
be distracted by poor writing. 

 Have someone else read your proposal to 
ensure that you are conveying your ideas 
clearly to an external reader. 

 Do not use the sponsor’s review panel as 
your external reader. First impressions are 
lasting, and reviewers serve on review 
panels for years at a time. Send in your 
best work the first time, or you will be 
remembered as a mediocre investigator (or 
worse!). 

 Do not exceed page limitations. If a 
sponsor’s guidelines state you only have 
10 pages, do not think you can convince 
them to give you an extra page. 

 The flip side of that coin is not writing 
enough. If you have 10 pages and only use 
5 to describe your study, it is possible you 
have not described the problem well, or the 
description of your previous experience or 
the methodology is lacking.  

 Be reasonable when assessing the work 
you can do while funded. If you propose 
more than what can be accomplished 
during the funding period, a reviewer will 
know you are not capable of judging 
reasonable research goals and will not 
recommend you for funding. 

 Do not attempt to be a sole investigator if it 
is apparent your study requires a research 
team. A sponsor will not fund someone 
who is setting himself up for failure.  

 Support your proposal with citations. 

IV.  Preparing the application 
 Does the sponsor require a letter of intent? 

If so, send one in by the deadline. 
 Does your sponsor require letters of 

recommendation? If so, obtain them well 
before the submission deadline. 

 Gather all the requisite materials from your 
faculty mentor before the deadline. Your 
mentor’s other commitments & travel may 
conflict with your deadline. 

 Do not leave application questions 
unanswered. Applications can be rejected 
due to blank fields.  

 The abstract is one of the most important 
pieces of an application. Sometimes, 
reviewers decide whether or not an 
application merits further consideration on 
the strength of the abstract.  

 Prove to reviewers that you have the 
qualifications, the facilities, and the team 
necessary to conduct the study. Prepare 
thorough biographical sketches of all key 
personnel and provide a thorough 
description of what institutional resources 
are available, if any. 

 When considering your budget, estimate 
costs fairly and as accurately as possible. 
Do not pad your budget to protect yourself 
against a budget cut – a reviewer can tell 
when a budget is inflated and has the 
authority to recommend a reduction in your 
budget.  

 Do not try to be competitive by asking for 
very little money. Reviewers will know that 
you cannot successfully conduct the project 
with the funds you are requesting and will 
not recommend your proposal for funding.  

 How well you estimate your budget speaks 
to your ability to plan and conduct a study. 

 Do not include items in the budget that are 
expressly prohibited by the sponsor. You 
will not convince the sponsor to pay for 
them “this one time.”  

 Obtain all necessary departmental and/or 
institutional approvals in a timely manner. 


