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Grant Writing

• Identifying opportunities

• Following instructions

• Getting examples

• Framing the grant

• Formulating aims

• Preliminary data

• Writing

• Getting and using feedback

• Celebrating success and processing rejection



Identifying Opportunities

• NIH – F31, F32, F99/K00, K99/R00, others

• NSF – GRFP, others

• Private funding – disease-specific foundations

• Fellowships for specific groups – Ford Fellowships, HHMI Gilliam, HHMI 
Hanna Gray, L’Oreal Women in Science, Soros Fellowships (immigrants)

• Fellowships offices may have lists/advice -
https://libguides.northwestern.edu/grants

• Look at other people’s CVs, Acknowledgements slides, twitter posts etc
and note down when you see others with funding that you think you might 
also be able to take advantage of

• Can help to keep a list with eligibility criteria to track things like dates



Following Instructions

• Read the instructions carefully before beginning work on a grant – verify all eligibility 
criteria, note due dates, recommendations required, etc

• Make a checklist

• Contact anyone whose help you will need (e.g. recommendations, letters of support) as 
early as possible

• Make sure every document is technically correct – font, line spacing, word limits, etc – do 
not get disqualified on a technicality

• Make sure you structure every document to make it exactly clear how you have fulfilled 
the criteria

• Check the instructions yourself and do not only rely on older examples that may have 
been created before instructions changed.



Old: New:





Getting Examples

• Funded examples are critical – they give you a sense of the tone and structure that’s 
likely to be successful 

• Seeing the instructions put into practice can be clarifying

• Many examples are useful because you can see the variety of approaches that have been 
funded and not just one way to do it

• Look up previous awardees and ask anyone you know

• Also ask people you don’t – many are generous

• Analyze the examples’ structure and commonalities – what makes you excited about 
reading an example and how can you translate that in describing your own work?

• https://www.northwestern.edu/climb/resources/written-communication/index.html

• Be true to yourself (and don’t plagiarize) – examples are just that. Use them to learn but 
don’t feel the need to copy.



Framing the Grant

• Why do this project? (Fit justification to funding agency)

• Why this way?

• Why you?

• Why now?

• Why is this money necessary?

• Who will benefit if you are successful?

• Specific deliverables?



Formulating Aims

• What does it mean to be related but not interdependent?

• If preliminary data is allowed, think about how to use as much data as you 
have to your advantage

• It sometimes helps to write aims as questions first

• Write an entire Specific Aims page (or equivalent) to see if you can 
summarize your reasoning well before solidifying your aims

• Get TONS of feedback on your aims, spend a lot of time at this stage 
before you dig into the rest of the grant



Preliminary Data

• Demonstrate feasibility of a technique – e.g. if you say you will do 
optogenetics, can you actually do optogenetics?

• Demonstrate a likely outcome – do you have an early indication that there 
will be exciting results?



Writing

• Good writing is clear writing

• Imagine your reviewer is hungover and home with three sick kids and waiting for 
the cable guy to come and worried about politics and their car just broke down… 
and this is the 12th grant they’ve read today

• Avoid unnecessary acronyms, especially new ones (e.g. “DA” probably ok for a 
dopamine crowd, “ASLKDSJ” that you just defined not so much)

• Reduce jargon or unnecessarily fancy words – can you say “use” instead of 
“utilize”? “Make” instead of “fabricate”?

• Use bold, italics and white space strategically to highlight key points

• A picture is worth a thousand words

• Color code consistently, use consistent formatting

• Maintain excitement for the main message and take aways



Getting and Using Feedback

• Absolutely no one can write a great grant without feedback

• Ask for feedback early and often

• Strive to take all criticism as a chance to learn and improve (even if it’s not 
phrased gently)

• Nothing is too precious to delete (I usually have a file for “Stray Bits” where 
I put stuff that I need to take out of the grant but don’t want to delete 
entirely)

• Ask mentors, peers, writing groups, grants/fellowship offices

• Take or leave comments (You do not have to respond to every suggestion. 
Trust your gut.)



Processing Rejection

• Rejection is much more common than 
success. It is a part of science and each 
rejection is also a growing and learning 
experience.

• Take the time you need to let it sting – it 
does, every time! Then, hold your head high 
and move on.



Processing Rejection

• Especially if you get any feedback from the 
rejection, it’s important to come to it with a 
cool head so you can learn from it.



Celebrating Success

• When something good happens, take the time to celebrate it!

• True friends and labmates celebrate together – there is no space for 
jealousy here – a success for one of us is a success for all of us

• Be proud and take credit for your work! Yes, good luck is involved, but also 
you are smart and worthy. Your “good luck” is that someone recognized 
how amazing you and your science are.


