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INTRODUCTION

G

rant writers are by nature community changemakers. They are the 20% doing 80% of the

work. They are quiet leaders, knowing how to build
teams, forge community partnerships, and develop
ideas into well-planned projects.
Grant writers put heart and soul into everything they
do. They work on things that matter. They want to
have an impact and better their communities.
Before grant writers become known for their craft,
however, they started with an idea and plenty of
ambition. Those that succeeded in taking their ideas and turning them into reality, learned the art of
grant writing. Armed with this skill set, they were
empowered to achieve their broader vision.
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If this sounds like you, then you have come to the
right place to get started.
What you have in your hands is a distillation of the
most important information I know about grant writing. The book is structured with the first half answering the questions I am most frequently asked.
The second half follows with the questions I wish
you were asking.
The first chapter is by far the lengthiest. Do not let
that overwhelm you! I wanted to put in a single
chapter, the seven steps for writing grants. If you
only read this one chapter (and adopt its practices),
you will be leaps and bounds ahead of other aspiring grant writers.
We then dive into how to write a convincing narrative. Learning to write with persuasion and heart is
a key ingredient to grant writing success. Many projects are worthy of funding but there is not enough
grant funding for all. I show you how to make your
proposal stand apart from the pack.
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My favorite chapter is discussing how to find grants
to go after. This is the part of the funding process
that rewards creativity. Thinking “outside the box”
will help you find funding opportunities others overlook. You will learn about an online grant database
that will save you hundreds of hours researching
grants and keeping track of them.
I then cover the most common issues that cause
problems for grant writers, which is namely not having a funding strategy or sufficient project planning.
This book will help you establish best practices for
time management and learn how to focus on the
grants with the best likelihood of success.
Armed with this information, you will be well on your
way to becoming a grant writing unicorn!
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PART I
Most Common Questions
Asked About Grant Writing

CHAPTER 1

HOW DO I WRITE A GRANT?

H

ow do I become a grant writing unicorn? That
is the most common question I am asked,

well minus the unicorn part, but you are probably thinking it right? Grant writers are perceived
to have super powers. They know how to get free
money!
It is not quite that easy. There is no such thing as
free money and grant writing is a lot of hard work.
It is, however, an incredible skillset to have in your
quiver and it is very learnable.
The trick is following consistent processes to stay
on schedule and produce your best work. This
chapter distills my best advice on how to write a
grant in seven steps.
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Step 1: Follow Your North Star
(the Funding Guidelines).
Funding guidelines are instructions from the funder
on how to apply. They usually include information
on the grant program, eligibility, what the narrative
requires, necessary attachments, etc.
You can download the funding guidelines from the
funding agency website. Once downloaded, print
them so you have a hard copy to mark up. You will
catch nuances in the guidelines that, for some reason, are difficult to catch when reading on a computer.
Read the funding guidelines from beginning to end
and then take a break. Go work on something else,
stretch, pet your dog, whatever you do to maintain
your energy. When you are done, come back to the
guidelines and reread them carefully. I highlight
keywords that are used repeatedly and specific instructions like font size requirements.
Be sure to locate the sections on what information the funder wants in your grant narrative and the
scoring criteria.
Become A Grant Writing Unicorn
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Cannot find the scoring criteria? Not all funding
guidelines tell you how the narrative will be evaluated and scored. If this is the case, pay extra attention
to wording in the guidelines and the organization’s
website so you can align your narrative responses
with those priorities.

Step 2: Prepare Your Narrative Skeleton.
Nothing is more intimidating than a blank page.
To avoid feeling overwhelmed, I always prepare a
‘narrative skeleton’. The skeleton is an outline for
each section of the narrative and the scoring criteria.
Type into a blank document each narrative prompt
and, if applicable, the scoring criteria. By doing this,
you are preparing the exact headers and subheaders that the funding agency wants in your narrative.
Below is an example of a question pulled from a
funding guideline that I typed into a grant narrative
skeleton:
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Rating Factor 1: Capacity of the Applicant
Subfactor 1.1.a Managerial and Technical
Staff. You must describe the project specific
roles and responsibilities and knowledge/
experience of the project director and all
individual key staff in planning, managing,
and implementing projects for which funding is requested. Experience pertaining to
specific activities should be relevant, recent
(in the last five years), and demonstrate that
past projects were completed on or ahead
of schedule.
Scoring Criteria: You describe the roles/
responsibilities and the knowledge/experience of the project director and all individual key staff in planning, managing and
implementing projects for which funding is
being requested. Experience of all individual
key staff is relevant, recent and successful.
It may feel like a waste of time to be rewriting the
application guidelines into your own text editor.
The reason I encourage you to do this, howevBecome A Grant Writing Unicorn
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er, is because it helps you start organizing your
thoughts on how you are going to respond to
each section.
Once the narrative skeleton is complete, start adding bullet points with ideas on how you want to respond to that question.
Do not start writing complete sentences! We just
want bullet points for capturing ideas and questions, so you can see where you have gaps in information. From the example above, you may realize
you need to collect specific project examples from
key team members on their recent and relevant
experience delivering projects on schedule.
Once you have a complete narrative skeleton with
bullet points, you will have a robust understanding
of what is needed to prepare the proposal.
Even then, we still do not start writing! The next step
is hosting an official grant kick-off meeting.
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Step 3: Host an Outstanding
Kick-Off Meeting.
A kick-off meeting is where we gather everyone involved in the project to plan for the grant preparation process. The amount of help you receive during the grant writing process is directly correlated to
the success of your kick-off meeting.
I will often bring cookies or provide lunch to express
my gratitude to the group for giving their time to
help me prepare an application. If people feel appreciated and inspired by you, they will make your
requests a priority.
Prepare an agenda beforehand and email it one day
in advance. Pictured here is an example of a meeting
agenda. You can also download a free template at
www.learngrantwriting.org/free-grant-writingresources.
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SAMPLE MEETING AGENDA
Date: Monday, December 3, 2020
Time: 9:30—10:15 AM
Host: Your Name Goes Here
Attendees: Guest Names Here
RE: Kick Off Meeting for <Grant Name> Application

Topic
Introductions:
Brief intros for everyone in attendance.
Objective: To agree on how to best share
responsibilities of the <grant name here> application.
Project Overview:
»» Confirm agreement on project scope
being pursued for funding.
Questions:
»» Add your specific questions here
that you gathered while preparing
the grant narrative skeleton.
12 •
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»» What is a grant narrative skeleton?
Learn how to create one here:
https://www.learngrantwriting.org/
narrative-writing-training-course
Narrative/Attachment Requirements (EXAMPLE):
»» Narrative—Lisa lead, Meredith support
»» SF-424 Form—Lisa
»» HUD-2880—Lisa
»» HUD-4125 Implementation
Schedule—Meredith
»» HUD -4123 Cost Summary—Meredith
»» Citizen Participation Resolution—Lisa
Prepares. Andrea Gets Passed.
Review Narrative Skeleton:
Provide a copy of your grant narrative skeleton
and review it quickly with the team. Identify who
will contribute what information. For example,
when you get to the project team section of the
narrative, you may identify that everyone on the
team needs to provide their resumes.
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Schedule:
See below.
Wrap Up:
Agree on next meeting date and time.

SAMPLE SCHEDULE

Mon

Tues

Wed

Thurs

3

4

5

6

7

Kick Off
Meeting

Receive
Info
Requested

Draft
resolution
to submit
grant

Request
letters of
support

Draft #1
budget form

10

11

12

13

14

Draft #1
narrative
due

Team
meeting

17

18

19

20

21

Draft #2
narrative
due

Team
meeting

Letters of
Support
Due

Finalize
budget form

Draft #3
narrative
due
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Fri

Pass
Resolution
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24

25

26

26

28

Team edits
to narrative
due

Draft #4
narrative
due

Draft #4
narrative
due

Finalize
application
for review

31

1

2

3

4

Independent
review

Finalize.
Submit
grant!

Grant due
date

My agenda template includes names of attendees,
date, time and subject. I will start off with introductions
if needed. I will then provide a copy of the narrative
skeleton. I run through it quickly asking where I can
get information that I need to prepare the application.
Team members often come up with ideas for additional information or resources to reference when
they can see the narrative skeleton themselves.
I close out the meeting by discussing the grant development schedule. It is best to learn now if someone will be unavailable because of vacation or other
work obligations. Even if you carry 99% of the responsibility for completing the grant application, it
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is still important to establish a schedule with deadlines for your own accountability.
Following the meeting, send out an email summarizing action items and a calendar invite for the next
progress meeting. I try to schedule progress meetings to last no longer than 30-40 minutes. Shorter
meetings help attendees feel refreshed enough to
complete their action items immediately.

Step 4: Finalize the Grant Budget.
I am assuming you have at least a rough cost estimate for your project. In a perfect world, project
budgets would be nearly complete before starting an application, but it never seems to work out
that way.
However, finalizing your budget is now your top priority! The project budget impacts other parts of your
application and progress will be impeded if it is not
finalized.
For instance, if a grant requires 50% of the project
cost to be funded by the applicant, it is impossible
16 •
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to calculate your cost-share without knowing the
total project cost. An applicant’s cost share commitment must be documented in a formal resolution or
letter from someone authorized in your organization
to do so. It can be a time consuming and formal process to get a resolution passed.
Grant applications often require a budget narrative
to describe how you developed a reasonable cost
estimate. It is challenging to write a budget narrative without a complete budget!
Most narratives also require an implementation
plan and description on the benefits of the project.
Does your budget allow you to impact the lives of
20 homeless Veterans or 200? Will you renovate
four low-income housing units or 14?
I am guessing the last few paragraphs were pretty
overwhelming! Before you give up, know that none
of that will be an issue for you if you have a finalized
project budget. As such, I cannot emphasize enough
the importance of finishing your budget as soon as
possible.
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Check out Chapter 10 for a detailed description on
how to prepare a project budget and download
your free copy of our grant budget template at
www.learngrantwriting.org/free-grant-writingresources.

Step 5: Write Your Narrative
Fast and Furiously.
A narrative is a written description about your project, the problem it solves, and why it should be
funded.
The exact nature of your narrative will vary depending on the requirements of each funding agency.
Sometimes, a private foundation will ask for a letter of inquiry first. This is usually a two page letter
summarizing your proposal. If the funder likes your
proposal, you will be invited to submit a full application. Other times, a grant narrative is going to be
fifteen pages of single-spaced writing with other
lengthy and technical attachments.
Your grant narrative should always be customized for
the grant for which you are applying. You can certain18 •
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ly recycle text from previous applications, but it must
be intentionally reworked to fit the grant guidelines.
»»

Prepare your first draft as fast as possible. I
want your first draft of the narrative completed in no more than 8-10 business days from
when you started.
It is tempting to leave your narrative to track
down information. At all costs, avoid doing
this! Often the information you seek gets
deleted in later drafts anyway, and it costs
you too much time and energy to refocus.
For example, if I write about who benefits from
the project, it is tempting to stop mid-sentence to look up supporting data. Instead I will
write a sentence like this: “XX% of the project
beneficiaries are low to moderate income.”
Later on I will look up the exact statistic.
Consider writing your grant narrative backwards. The harder sections are usually towards the end of your grant narrative and
include topics like budgeting, project feaBecome A Grant Writing Unicorn

• 19

sibility, etc. Working through the complex
portions of the application first makes it easier to write the beginning sections, which are
typically broader strokes.

Tip: Dreading the idea of writing
a long narrative? Here is a time
saving hack for you! Record yourself talking slowly and clearly about each
section of the narrative. Use your grant narrative skeleton developed in Step 2 to guide
your recording. Then use any number of
online resources to convert your audio file
into text. The text file will not capture punctuation, but it is much easier to edit than
writing your first draft from scratch. This
method can save hours of writing!

»

Stay accountable to writing deadlines by
collaborating with someone else. It is invaluable to find someone that will accept your
progress writing a grant narrative. Your “accountability buddy” does not need to read
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your earliest, messiest versions of the narrative, but by having them accept your drafts, it
keeps you accountable to writing deadlines.
Send your progress every 2-3 days to inspire
working quickly.
Identify who this person will be during the
grant kick-off meeting. Ideally, it is someone
within your organization. If you do not have
someone in your organization to collaborate
with, ask a friend or other working professional that you can repay the favor later.
When I was just starting my business, I hired
my sister to edit my grant narratives. She
named her price by putting something she
wanted in my Amazon cart, and I was happy to pay for it because of the mistakes that
she caught. When we spend a lot of time
working on a narrative, we become blind to
silly mistakes. Prevent errors and write faster by promising someone your grant writing
progress.
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»

Edit, edit, and edit some more. After you complete your first draft of the narrative, I want at
least four more versions. Save a new version
after every major edit, because sometimes
you will have deleted something that you
want to resurrect. Great writing is concise
and clear. The only way you get to that level
of brevity is to continually iterate. On complex grants, I will have as many as 15 different
narrative drafts!

Tip: Instead of Microsoft Word, try
using Google Docs because Google Docs automatically keeps
track of your version history.

Step 6: Manage Your Attention and Focus.
The key to successful grant writing is setting yourself up with the right conditions to focus.
»

Download files from your email inbox to a
project folder immediately. Nothing compro-
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mises your productivity more than looking for
information and getting sidetracked.
Touch an email once. If you receive an attachment or email with useful information in
it, download it immediately and put it in your
project folder. This way, you can access that
information without getting distracted by
opening your inbox. This also is important for
those times when you may be working remotely or in a meeting with limited internet
access. Having a local copy of these documents will allow you to access them regardless of Internet connectivity.
»»

Schedule your narrative writing for the morning. If your workplace has morning meetings,
consider asking they be moved to the afternoon so you can use your most focused hours
of the day writing.
I try to not check my email until I have completed the most important priority from my
day. When I am grant writing, that means
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writing some substantial portion of the narrative first before doing anything else.
»»

Set a timer to complete bite size pieces of
your application. Most people thrive under a
little pressure created by deadlines. I do not
want you to actually procrastinate, but we can
recreate that sense of urgency by having several mini deadlines.
I strive to work in 90-minute blocks with a
full hour of rest in between. In that hour, I
take a walk, stretch, eat healthy food, catch
up with friends, take a nap, etc. Whatever
you do, leave your computer and stop thinking about the grant. It is imperative to keep
your energy and creativity high, so you can
do your best work when you sit down to
write.
A lot of times, if I am struggling to make progress, I will break those blocks down into
even smaller chunks. I will set a timer for
20—40 minutes, which is short enough I can
pledge to be distraction free.
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»»

If you cannot access a state of deep work in
your office, find somewhere else to go. The
average office employee is distracted or interrupted every ten minutes. It can take 25 minutes to refocus! There is no way to be an effective grant writer with that level of distraction.
Consider going to your public library, a
co-working office, or even a friend’s house.
Do not assume there is no way your boss will
let you work somewhere else. Most people
understand the challenge of staying focused and distraction free and are willing to
accommodate.

»»

Use Post-Its to capture random to-do thoughts
while you are writing. Nobody likes to suffer,
but muscling through a grant narrative can feel
painful! Your brain is going to try to sabotage
your progress by attacking you with thoughts
of all of the things you need to do.
To gain control of your mind, write down each
of these tasks on a Post-It. Then place each
Post-It on a calendar next to your desk to esBecome A Grant Writing Unicorn
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tablish what day you will take care of it. I try
to stack a bunch of small tasks into my “loose
ends day,” which I will save for an afternoon
when I can take care of them in bulk.
By writing down every random task that pops
into your mind, you allow yourself to forget
about it and move on with your narrative
without fearing you will forget the task. This
practice also helps you to be practical about
managing your time. Chances are, the task is
not something that actually needs to be dealt
with right now. Prioritize your narrative as it requires the most time and mental bandwidth.
With healthy time management practices in
place, you will complete your grant application package stress-free and on or ahead of
schedule. Now comes the final step!

Step 7: Have an Independent Review
of Your Entire Application.
Part of what makes grants so intimidating is the
number of moving parts. You have the narrative,
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several attachments, the application submittal process, and more. Even if you are impeccably well organized, it can be easy to make a mistake.
To prevent this, plan to have someone provide
an independent review of your entire application.
This person needs to be different from whoever
helped you with editing the narrative. They need
to bring a completely fresh set of eyes to the application.
Turn in your application at least one day early, but
preferably two. Most people are not managing their
time well and submit their application at the very
last minute. Avoid burnout, unnecessary stress, and
embarrassing mistakes by submitting your grant
early.
You now know the seven steps to write a grant! The
trick to being a grant writing unicorn is simply following the funding guidelines to a tee, being the
best project manager you can be, and learning to
manage your focus. Mastering those principles will
make you an unstoppable force.

Become A Grant Writing Unicorn

• 27

ACTION YOU CAN TAKE RIGHT NOW
ʌ Develop a grant kick-off meeting
agenda template that you can reuse
over and over.
ʌ Download your free budget
spreadsheet template and finalize
your cost estimate. It takes time to
develop a budget, so jump in now!
ʌ Start practicing good energy
management habits: block time for
deep work, take energizing breaks,
and batch smaller tasks together to
save time.
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