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PROLOGUE

I’ve written this quick read for people like me, a younger 
me driving hard on the tenure track or sweating on the 
proposal treadmill. You need insight from someone 
who’s been there, someone who will be straight with you, 
someone you can trust. By the way, I’m still in the grant 
writing game, and it’s always a challenge. But I think 
therein lies the fun in all of this.

Every RFP (request for proposals) is a chance for me to 
sell my new idea. And new ideas are continually forming 
with emerging research, new partnerships, and fresh 
colleagues. It’s an everchanging landscape and a challenge 
to navigate.

I’m stopping my game for a hot minute, to share and 
collect solid reminders, strategies, hints, and ways I’ve 
worked to set my proposals apart – and take the lead in 
the stack of wannabe funded projects.

Grant writing is a game.

And we grant developers and the funding agencies are 
on the same team (remember that). We are all trying 
to do good, to advance knowledge, and to support our 
communities.

Nevertheless, there are winners, losers, scores, rules and 
an audience. The competition is fun and the winning 
sweet. The money buys you materials, assistance, space, 
travel, and sometimes most importantly, time.
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Time, time, time.

We all want more time – time to read, to think, and 
to write. Writing, “good writing” is one of the most 
important of all human products. And a winning 
proposal has the potential to support larger more ongoing 
products that influence future proposals, products … It’s 
an onion. But it’s demanding work to put together a great 
project in your mind and then squeeze your ambitious 
5-year plan into less than 20 single spaced pages.

An undergrad math professor called mathematics the 
“lazy man’s language.” Mathematicians are so succinct 
and efficient that tremendous notions that require pages 
of English to describe can be communicated with a few 
symbols - condensing great ideas into the tiniest of space.

This is precisely the game of grant writing. Cramming 
your huge idea, perhaps decades of background literature, 
and years of future work into a short document.

You’re busy. You know the basics already. You feel like you 
should be writing right now. But you want to take your 
grant game to the next level.

This is a book of notes and essential reminders I tell 
myself organized into three parts:

Art 
Architecture 
Attitude

I hope they help you too.



Part One
______________________________

ART

The application of human creative skill and imagination.
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TELL THE PUNCHLINE FIRST

What’s your hook? Your elevator speech? Think of grant 
writing like screenwriting or journalism. Grab the reader 
by the heart, look them in the eyes, and make them feel 
the importance of your work. Who is this going to save, 
who is going to care, why will this be important 20 years 
from this moment? Is your heart racing? This is the grant 
game!

In most academic writing – reports, journals articles, 
monographs – researchers introduce the work, place it in 
the field appropriately, perhaps provide historical context, 
slip in some accolades, maybe some Ivy pedigree, this or 
that.

With a grant – get to it – this is business.

Tell the punchline first.

I don’t know the punchline until I’ve written the whole 
proposal. Then I use 1-3 sentences right at the opening 
– that’s your punchline. You’ve digested, regurgitated,
and edited the hell out of the 20 pages over the past six
months. Now you’re ready to collapse, synthesize and spit
it out in one breath.

Make it good. Grab the reader on your first shot. Grab 
them!

An ideal punchline will:

1. Evoke emotion.
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2. Create credibility.

3. Inspire action.

Punchlines or introductory sentences are the hardest 
things to write – You’ve just walked on stage. Everybody’s 
looking at you. Your work is complex and detailed. 
Summarizing it into three sentences - a ridiculous task!

This part is always – always – hard.

But you are never wasting time thinking about these 
opening lines because they are never really finished. Write 
these last when you are breathing, sleeping, dreaming 
your project. But - Be thinking about them always.



Part Two
______________________________

ARCHITECTURE

The practice of designing and constructing



THE HOURGLASS

The shape and function of the hourglass helps organize 
proposals – the audience for each section, the flow, the 
cadence, and the structure.

An hourglass is widest at the top, narrow at the neck 
or middle, and similarly wide again at the bottom. This 
structure controls the sand’s speed of flow. It also captures 
a before, during, and after. A visual of the passage of time 
and flow – and in our case information. It can a lso be 
inverted and reused indefinitely – a lovely symmetry.

Vertical pairs of triangles or cones connect at an apex. 
That apex i s t he heart of t he proposal –  t he pinnacle 
– the ultimate summary of the work – the Research
Questions.

The base of the triangles or the top and bottom of the 
hourglass bulbs are your introduction and conclusion. 
These sections need to speak to the broadest audience and 
make connections to a larger framework or context. These 
are the “Who cares?” Why is this work important for the 
funder, the field, region, country? This is your punchline! 
Tell it in the introduction and retell in the conclusion.

Each section that takes you to and from these “global 
conversations” at the beginning and the end, to the 
apex get progressively more specific and detailed.

26 | GOOD TO GREAT GRANT WRITING



JULIE CWIKLA PHD | 27



Part Three
______________________________

ATTITUDE

A general way of thinking and feeling about something.



DESIGN LIKE AN 
ENTREPRENEUR

What does an entrepreneur do? They start small with 
limited funds. They take calculated risks. They go-off the 
trail sometimes. They try new ideas, test them out, and 
build diverse teams to generate new ideas and prototypes.

Academic freedom and a university position provide 
some security for risk taking and edgy entrepreneurship. 
And university start-up funds help support building 
a laboratory, developing a research group, traveling to 
conferences, collaborating, and building a systemic path 
for work and exploration.

I had little financial support, so I had to make a lot from 
little. Designing like an entrepreneur can help get your 
work off the ground through pilot work, small data sets, 
meetings for potential partners. And use your own time 
as efficiently as possible.

Think of yourself as a research entrepreneur as you grow 
your business.

Your business is earning grant monies so you can do the 
work you love.
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START-UP MENTALITY

Agencies are typically not going to fund simply the next 
stepping stone in your line of research. They want to be 
part of something ground-breaking, innovative, and 
work that is the “start of something.” The next step in 
your research might be all of these things, but you need 
to frame it as such. It needs to be sold as the start of 
something new.

Along with being the “start of something,” the Start-Up 
mentality goes to the notion of doing pilot work to have 
some initial data to present in the proposal. Test the 
waters as a budding business venture would do. Do it lean 
and efficiently so that if it fails, you make adjustments 
and have some time and funds for a redo. Everyone 
should leave room for a do over! Mistakes happen at the 
beginning and better to get them out of the way before 
the big funding comes. And even better, then the agency 
knows you have thought out your plan, your methods, 
and have a handful of examples where it worked 
already on the books.

Excited about writing your next grant proposal?  

Look for more Good to Great Grant Writing: Secrets 
to Success from Dr. Julie Cwikla on Amazon and book 
sellers everywhere March 2019.   
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