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Today’s Session

▪ Foundation fundraising cycle

▪ Grant writing basics

▪ General writing and grammar

▪ Questions and discussion



Grant Writing Basics



The Funding Cycle



Grant Writing Tips

▪ Know your audience

▪ Read the guidance

▪ Use their language

▪ Project manage for success

▪ Make the connections for the reader

▪ Be specific

▪ Instill confidence

▪ Ask questions



Successful Proposals

▪ Align with the interests of the foundation’s trustees.

▪ Are compelling, free of jargon, and easy to read.

▪ Convey urgency and explain the need.

▪ Present a thoughtful, effective, and feasible plan.

▪ Demonstrate the organization’s capacity to be successful.

▪ Request grants aligned with the funder’s typical grant 
size.

▪ Present a reasonable, cost effective budget.

▪ Do not duplicate other programs.



Unsuccessful Proposals

▪ Are not written for the funder audience.

▪ Contain spelling, grammar, and other errors.

▪ Don’t thoroughly explain the program.

▪ Are not compelling and do not instill confidence.

▪ Over-use jargon and flowery language.

▪ Don’t present a well-thought-out program plan.

▪ Don’t provide enough data to convey the need for the 
program.

▪ Present a budget that is unreasonable.

▪ Don’t follow the funder’s guidelines.



Attachments

You will often be required to submit certain paperwork with 
your proposal, including:

▪ IRS 501 (c)3 determination letter

▪ Current year operating budget and/or project budget

▪ Most recent financial statements

▪ List of Board members

▪ Audit report (if available)

▪ Most recent 990 form

▪ List of current funders and amounts

▪ Others – funder specific requirements



Proposal Submission Process

▪ Can be by mail, online, or email.
▪ Online submissions 

▪ require creating an account first
▪ cut and paste, don’t type in the form
▪ often have character limits
▪ uploading attachments
▪ final submission and saving the file

▪ Mail and email submissions should be accompanied by a 
cover letter and, for email, a brief transmittal email.

▪ You should try to connect with a program officer before you 
submit a proposal but some can be submitted unsolicited.



General Writing and Grammar



Common Writing Pitfalls

▪ Not reading The Elements of Style by Strunk & White

▪ Passive voice 

▪ Un-parallel structure

▪ That vs. Which

▪ Inconsistent verb tenses

▪ Verbosity

▪ Commas – misplaced and misused



The Passive Voice

form of "to be" + past participle = passive voice

as are am was

were has been have been had been

will be will have been being

Why was the road crossed by the chicken?

“The habitual use of active voice makes for forcible writing.” 
- Strunk & White



Making the Passive Voice Active

▪ When her house was invaded, Penelope had to think 
of ways to delay her remarriage.

After suitors invaded Penelope’s house, she had to think of 
ways to fend them off.

▪ Although Penelope shares heroic characteristics with 
her husband, Odysseus, she is not considered a hero.

Although Penelope shares heroic characteristics with her 
husband, Odysseus, she is not a hero.



Parallel Structure

▪ Group similar ideas together

“ … parallel construction requires that expressions similar in content and 
function be outwardly similar.”

- Strunk & White

Carol picked up her pen.
Carol picked up her books, 
pen, and jacket.

Carol picked up her books.

Carol picked up her jacket



Parallel Structure, continued

▪ Words in a list must use the same grammatical form

INCORRECT CORRECT

In counseling, I think both talking and to 
listen are important

We are not for war but peace.

This car is not only fast but also it is safe 
to drive.

The trip to the city is neither a long 
one nor expensive.

Either you must stay home or go with us.

In counseling, I think both talking 
and listening are important.

We are not for war but for peace.

This car is not only fast but also safe.

The trip to the city is neither long nor 
expensive.

You must either stay home or go with us.



That vs. Which

▪ If removing the words that follow would change the 
meaning of the sentence, use that.

Gems that sparkle often elicit forgiveness.

▪ Otherwise, which is fine.

Diamonds, which are expensive, often elicit forgiveness.

“Careful writers, watchful for small conveniences, go which-hunting, remove the 
defining whiches, and by so doing improve their work.”

- Strunk & White



Inconsistent Verb Tenses

▪ Inconsistent: He points the gun and heard another shot.

▪ Consistent: He pointed the gun and heard another shot.

▪ Inconsistent: I used to think I want to own a pig.

▪ Consistent: I used to think I wanted to own a pig.

▪ Inconsistent: I checked my voicemail, but I hear no messages.

▪ Consistent: I checked my voicemail, but I heard no messages.

“Shifting from one tense to another gives the appearance of uncertainty and irresolution.”
- Strunk & White



Verbosity

“Vigorous writing is concise. A sentence should contain no unnecessary words, a 
paragraph no unnecessary sentences …”

- Strunk & White

the questions as to whether whether

there is no doubt that no doubt (doubtless)

used for fuel purposes used for fuel

he is a man who he

in a hasty manner hastily

this is a subject that this subject

Her story is a strange one. Her story is strange.

the reason why is that because

His cousin, who is a member 
of the same firm

His cousin, a member of the 
same firm



Commas – When to Use Them

▪ In a series
• red, white, and blue

▪ To enclose parenthetic expressions or nonrestrictive clauses
• The best way to see a country, unless you are pressed for time, is 

to travel on foot

• February to July, 1992; November 11, 1976

▪ Before a conjunction introducing an independent clause
• The situation is perilous, but there is still one chance to escape.

• I have heard the arguments, but am still unconvinced.



Commas – When Not to Use Them

▪ To join independent clauses (this creates a run-on 
sentence).

• Use a semi-colon or a period.

• Example: It is nearly half-past five; we cannot get home on time.

▪ Between a subject and its verb

• Today’s record, is tomorrow’s motivation. WRONG.

▪ The “comma where you would pause” rule is myth

• It’s an imprecise description of the rules on the previous slide.



Tips for more compelling writing

▪ Conversational tone – Read things out loud.

▪ “And” and “but” – Think of more interesting transitions.

▪ “There is” and “there are” at start of sentences:
• There are 50 states in the US.

• The US has 50 states.

▪ “-ing” words are less emphatic than the present form:
• He is skipping class each day to watch TV.

• He skips class each day to watch TV.

• Similarity: also, in the same way, likewise, similarly

• Contrast: however, nonetheless, in contrast, still, yet



Self-Editing Tips

▪ Grammar edits: as you go

▪ Content edits: after everything is on paper

▪ Read aloud to self and another person

▪ Edit in a different place than you wrote it

▪ Print out draft

▪ Stay away for a day

▪ Build time into your writing process for this self-
editing

▪ Give your best draft to your editor

▪ Editing should take longer than writing



Questions and Discussion



Questions from the Field

▪ Are all grant requirements the same?

▪ What happens if you are not able to use the money that is given to you? 

Can it be allocated for something else?

▪ Is it ethical to reach out to the organization awarding the grant with 

questions on the application?

▪ Once the grant application is turned in and completed, can it be edited or 

is that up to the organization awarding the funds?

▪ Is there somewhere that folks can find a list of current available grants?

▪ What is the easiest way to search for available grants?

▪ I have heard that only non-profits are eligible for grants, is this true?

▪ What can you do to get grants if you are not eligible because you are a 

government run shelter?



Some Resources

• Foundation Directory Online: https://fconline.foundationcenter.org/fdo-
search/member-index/ There is a free version and a paid version, but you can 
access the paid version for free at libraries across the country. To find a location 
near you, check here: https://candid.org/improve-your-nonprofit/funding-
information-network/

• Grant Station: https://grantstation.com/

• Grants.gov: www.grants.gov (for federal funds)

• Philanthropy News Digest: www.philanthropynewsdigest.org - this is a newsletter 
that you can sign up for and also a website with news about philanthropy and often 
includes grant announcements.

• Chronicle of Philanthropy: https://www.philanthropy.com/ This is a subscription 
newspaper, but there is also an online version and some articles are free. It has 
helpful background information on the foundation world, and they also have grant 
listings.

https://nam12.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Ffconline.foundationcenter.org%2Ffdo-search%2Fmember-index%2F&data=02%7C01%7Ckrotramel%40humanerescuealliance.org%7Ca5564f89126d4ca91e7208d7f1f3ea82%7Ce7ceda31c5e8420ab5f7871c67b82e30%7C1%7C0%7C637243902233257854&sdata=XoPSL%2BEeLq8CCFGCl5ksikcnhXY27kDB%2B9A%2BtKxwX4g%3D&reserved=0
https://nam12.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fcandid.org%2Fimprove-your-nonprofit%2Ffunding-information-network%2F&data=02%7C01%7Ckrotramel%40humanerescuealliance.org%7Ca5564f89126d4ca91e7208d7f1f3ea82%7Ce7ceda31c5e8420ab5f7871c67b82e30%7C1%7C0%7C637243902233267808&sdata=%2F5kyQJBg3cgilfFEsl6Fx98EUDzwwvbFpGOX5NtO8Vc%3D&reserved=0
https://nam12.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fgrantstation.com%2F&data=02%7C01%7Ckrotramel%40humanerescuealliance.org%7Ca5564f89126d4ca91e7208d7f1f3ea82%7Ce7ceda31c5e8420ab5f7871c67b82e30%7C1%7C0%7C637243902233267808&sdata=R9KkiOZ%2BgkIBmKS86RFAajxeP4NS5hA%2BS%2BnXIrdSE9E%3D&reserved=0
https://nam12.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.grants.gov%2F&data=02%7C01%7Ckrotramel%40humanerescuealliance.org%7Ca5564f89126d4ca91e7208d7f1f3ea82%7Ce7ceda31c5e8420ab5f7871c67b82e30%7C1%7C0%7C637243902233277763&sdata=OXLbI5%2F3hfw6H7RUT%2F7SV5x76w8LlU%2FqD5gBvxoKVzk%3D&reserved=0
https://nam12.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.philanthropynewsdigest.org%2F&data=02%7C01%7Ckrotramel%40humanerescuealliance.org%7Ca5564f89126d4ca91e7208d7f1f3ea82%7Ce7ceda31c5e8420ab5f7871c67b82e30%7C1%7C0%7C637243902233277763&sdata=FBdVXfsQdNeYdIpeB7pi%2BtLIZCTUvduM%2BDITKWJVAVo%3D&reserved=0
https://nam12.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.philanthropy.com%2F&data=02%7C01%7Ckrotramel%40humanerescuealliance.org%7Ca5564f89126d4ca91e7208d7f1f3ea82%7Ce7ceda31c5e8420ab5f7871c67b82e30%7C1%7C0%7C637243902233277763&sdata=NCNoAgHYeWQX3AWc%2BrEFCb9ks6EPJcHjZQEeXGPgecA%3D&reserved=0


whitney@spark-point.com

www.spark-point.com

(202) 441-1565

krotramel@humanerescuealliance.org

www.humanerescuealliance.org

(202) 577-1638

http://www.spark-point.com/
http://www.spark-point.com/
http://www.humanerescuealliance.org/
http://www.humanerescuealliance.org/

