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Research 101 Workshop
Best Practices in Proposal Development

Presenter
Presentation Notes
External funding is extremely competitive and while funding rates differ depending on funding agency and funding program, they are typically in the 20 – 25% range. The good news is that there are things you can do to increase the competitiveness of your proposals and we are going to talk through those “best practices” today. 



Topics to be Covered
• Know the funder and understand the process
• Understand the importance of the solicitation
• Develop a realistic timeline
• Talk to the program officer
• Take advantage of available resources
• Identify key aspects of budget development
• Understand the significance of budget justification
• OoR staff PreAward contacts



Life Cycle of a Sponsored Project
Put together competitive 

proposal that meets all 
applicable guidelines.

Develop Proposal

Utilize SPIN, Grants.gov, and 
other resources.

Identify Funding Source

Submit proposal in a timely 
manner through the required 
method. 

Submit Proposal

If funded, the project should be 
implemented according to award 
documents and complying with 
all applicable guidelines.

Manage Award

Ensure that all required 
reports are completed and 
applicable closing 
procedures are followed. 

Award Close-outProject Idea



Getting to know the funder

• At a basic level, you need to understand:
– What are the funding priorities of the agency?
– Who/what do they fund? 
– What process (e.g. ad hoc review, panel review, 

etc.) is used to evaluate proposals?

• A good way to learn about an agency is to 
serve on a review panel.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Many times we are quick to hone in on a specific solicitation and funding program but it is important to take a step back and look at the funding agency itself. Generally the agency website is the best place to start. You want to get a broad understanding of how their funding programs operate. What are the agency’s funding priorities? What type of organizations do they typically fund? What process do they use to evaluate proposals? All of this information can help you begin to determine if your proposed project is a good “fit” for the agency. 



Solicitation

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Solicitations go by many names: Request for Proposal (RFP), Notice of Funding Opportunity, Call for Proposal… The bottom line is that a well written solicitation has all of the keys to writing a successful proposal. They have a wealth of information including details like the funding amount and deadline date and also include specifics about the required documents and funding priorities.  All of these elements are important. 



Solicitation

• Read carefully and make sure you (and any 
collaborators) understand the expectations 

• Determine the funding priorities

• Look for information about who and what have 
previously been funded

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Fully understanding the funding priorities of the program will allow you to clearly state your research idea in terms of its alignment with the funding priorities. Is there access to abstracts of previously funded projects? Leave time on this slide to walk through a few examples of how to access this information from agency websites. 



Solicitation Con’t

• Determine required documents: project description, 
biosketches, current and pending support, etc.

• Review budget guidelines – what costs are 
allowable?, are there any costs that are required?

• Develop a project description/narrative template 
based on the requirements in the solicitation

• Understand what review criteria will be used



Develop a realistic timeline

• Use proposal deadline as an endpoint and 
work backward to schedule tasks

• Allow time for multiple drafts of project 
description/narrative

• Allow time for colleagues (and Office of 
Research staff) to critique your draft 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Ask colleagues to be honest and identify weaknesses, ambiguities, and inconsistencies. If they can make suggestions that correct identified deficiencies or add clarity all the better. Due to timing constraints, proposals are often submitted to external funding agencies before they have been thoroughly reviewed. You don’t want the first person to read your proposal all the way through to be a reviewer!



Contact the Program Officer
• Ideally this contact should take place several 

months before the proposal deadline.

• It should happen only after you have carefully read 
through the entire solicitation (more than once)

• This contact is to determine if your project idea is 
a good “fit” for their program 

• Start with an email along with a one pager of your 
project idea. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Plan out any communication with the program officer, don’t ask about things covered in the solicitation



Resources Available
• Research Development and Grant Writing 

News – monthly newsletter  
(https://www.tntech.edu/research/resources/index.php)

• Faculty Research Directory

• Expertise in the Office of Research

• Expertise in the Centers 

• New Faculty Guide to Competing for 
Research Funding

Presenter
Presentation Notes
TTU faculty research directory: This searchable pdf contains the research interests and expertise of Tennessee Tech faculty. There are individual documents updated annually for each College.  New Faculty Guide to Competing for Research Funding*: This book was published by Academic Research Funding Strategies, LLC, a consulting firm that specializes in helping faculty and universities compete more successfully for research funding.  Research Development and Grant Writing News*: This monthly newsletter provides information on how to successfully compete for funding from federal agencies and foundations. 

https://www.tntech.edu/research/resources/index.php


Research Toolkit

• A research toolkit is available on the Office of 
Research website.

• The toolkit includes samples and templates 
for common proposal components, as well as 
information on the core facilities available at 
Tennessee Tech.

• This page is a work in progress, so please let 
us know if you think of something to be 
added.

• https://www.tntech.edu/research/resources/
research-toolkit.php

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Our goal is to help you develop a competitive proposal. To that end, we have developed templates for many of the common proposal components and they can be found on our website (walk through resources)Proposal Development and Research toolkit: Assistance is provided with budget and proposal development, as well as graphics support, proofreading/editing, and targeted reviews. Additionally, a research toolkit that includes samples and templates for common proposal components, as well as information on the core facilities available at Tennessee Tech, is available. 

https://www.tntech.edu/research/resources/research-toolkit.php


Key Aspects of Budget Development

• Review RFP for budget restrictions and 
other key budget details.

• The budget comes from the statement of 
work- costs to achieve the activities listed.

• When preparing a budget, consider both 
direct and indirect costs.

• Ask for help if you aren’t sure!

Presenter
Presentation Notes
First Bullet:Budget Restrictions such as: Indirect Cost Rate AllowedMaybe limited to a specific dollar amount of summer pay (example American Chemical Society)The funder might not pay per diem but they will pay all other travel related expenses.Third Bullet:Direct Costs: are the costs for you to perform the research. Indirect Costs: or (overhead) are costs incurred by the University when conducting research projects. These costs cannot be identified specifically with a particular project or program but are costs incurred in providing services by the Business Office, departmental chairpersons and secretaries, the operation and maintenance of University facilities, the Library, etc.Might be on-campus or off-campus.A few items excluded from indirect costs would equipment and participant support costs to name a few.



Budget Justification
• Critically important –grant funding is a 

competitive situation – so go the extra mile!

• The justification is a written explanation of 
the items requested in the budget.

• Explain why items are essential in relation to 
the aims and methodology of the project as 
well as meeting the goals of the proposal.

• The more detail the better!

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Ending comment: Budget justifications are like recipes – if it’s your recipe, you know it by heart and don’t need instructions to make it – but if your friend would like to prepare it, they need to know all of the details.A justification validates the expenses and gives you another opportunity to sell your project.



Common Budget Mistakes
• Salaries: only TTU personnel are listed in 

this category and their compensation must 
be tied to their institutional base salary.

• General Overhead Supplies: not allowed.

• Cost-share: cannot be voluntary. 

• Indirect Costs Rate: this is non-negotiable. 
The institutions federal rate is to be used 
unless otherwise specified by the agency.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Second Bullet:Items like toner, highlighters, pens and paper.Fourth Bullet:The University's indirect cost rate applies to all grants, contracts, and agreements unless special agreements have been established.Examples:State agencies often utilize a 15% IC rateCooperative Ecosystem Studies Unit (CESU) Master Agreement that utilizes a 17.5% IC RateThe Master Agreement with Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA) that utilizes a 26% IC Rate



OoR Pre-Award Contacts

MK Karafonda, Director of Research Systems
• Serves as the primary point of contact
• Provides guidance on budget 

development

Amy Hill, Editor
• Provides editorial and graphics 

support.
• Submits proposal.
• Assists with review against solicitation



Upcoming Research 101 Workshops

• Subrecipient Monitoring
– February 3, 2022

• Post-Award Management
– February 24, 2022

• Responsible Conduct of Research
– March 10, 2022

Questions
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