Tips for Grant Writing
First, we need to remember that learning to write is like using a muscle – the muscle gets
stronger the more you use it. Practice will help strengthen your craft and your confidence in
writing better grant proposals. Think of grant writing as a journey if that helps—one of constant
learning and refinement.

You may be asking yourself, what makes a good research proposal. Here are a
few hints that might help:
•
•
•

I have an awesome idea.
No one has done it before.
I (or someone in my community) has identified a need and we want to address it

No need to reinvent the wheel! You are not alone in this, nor are you the first to take a
crack at it! Find examples of successful grant proposals that are similar to the type of project
you are proposing. Research is about building on the work that has come before us and this
includes all stages of the research process. The AHA Centre has downloadable templates and
guidelines for Operating and Catalyst grants that can help you to craft your proposal and
organize your thoughts. Using templates does not dampen your creativity – they help to keep
you focused so that you can explore your ideas more deeply.
The AHA Centre has lots of resources that can help get you started too! The Joining a CBR Team
and Research Project Roles Factsheets under our Resources tab are great places to start.
You may also want to check out the Principles of Research and Collaboration (PRC) document.
This resource was designed to guide research teams when they’re deciding how they would like
to work together. Some researchers use it from the very beginning—as they are setting up the
team—while others wait until they know their project is funded. Whichever the case, it’s
important to note that this document is meant to change according to the needs of the
research project and the team over time. We suggest that teams re-visit the PRC annually in
multi-year projects, for example.

Start early! In fact, the earlier the better—especially if you have a big research team. Here are
some things you might want to think about:
o Will you or someone else be the Principle Applicant (PA) on the research
proposal? Technically speaking, PAs take on a lot of the work and most of the
responsibility on a research team—they are the main proposal writers, they
schedule meetings and guide the team when it comes to deciding things like how
the project works. PAs are also responsible for the financial administration of the
project. If you and your team are working from a community-based research
model, responsibilities might also be spread out more evenly among the team.
This might be a good place to turn to the PRC for guidance.
o Who is your dream team? Identify your team members – who do you know that
can help to bring your ideas to life?
o It’s always good to let your team members know how much time you think they
will need to give your project when you invite them.
o Also, let them know why you want to work with them. What skills, knowledge or
expertise will they bring to the project, for example.
o Allow time for team members to schedule meetings and read and comment on
proposal drafts too.
o Designate one or two “team captains” to take the lead by keeping track of
meetings, deadlines, and keep the train on the tracks (no crashes!).
o Prepare a one-page proposal summary—this will help refine your ideas, make
effective use of meeting time, give your team something to work from so it isn’t
a free-for-all but still allows open input. You can use your one-pager later as your
project abstract…no wasted efforts!
§ Start with who, what, where, when, and how: these five questions give
you everything you need
o Set up a project folder so that all notes, proposal drafts, and correspondence are
kept in one place.

Share drafts! Your team members will help with smoothing out language and grammar, but
sharing drafts also invites them to contribute to the work you are undertaking on behalf of the
community. Your team members have a lot of experience and knowledge—that’s why you
invited them to the team, after all! Many eyes make for stronger proposals.
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Write simply!
“Any fool can make things bigger and more complex. It takes a touch of genius—and a lot of
courage—to move in the opposite direction” — E._F._Schumacher
Sometimes we think that because we are writing a research proposal, we have to use big
words, but we don’t! Writing is most effective when it’s clear and concise.
Similarly, long, meandering sentences—ones that go on and on and take the reader on a
journey through your psyche—can only serve to lose the point of what you’re trying to say and
might even confuse your readers. Write in short, clear sentences. They are easier to understand
and follow.
Another tip for writing simply is to avoid jargon and acronyms wherever possible. What is
jargon, you ask? Jargon is ‘unnecessarily complicated language that is used to impress, rather
than to inform, your audience’. Take for example, the following sentence:
Whilst transcribing knowledge for an eclectic range of spectators, it
is paramount that you communicate the concepts you wish to
convey modestly and humbly by eschewing terminology and
condensations of terms.
What on earth is that person trying to say? You might be able to figure out that they are talking
about writing simply, but it will probably take a lot of guesswork to get there. Maybe it would
be better to say something like this instead:
When writing for a wide audience, it is best to write simply and
avoid jargon and acronyms.
Remember, the goal of writing a proposal is to get funding, not to sound so smart that no one
but you understands what you’re trying to say.
AHA Centre staff members Marni marnia@caan.ca and Sherri sherrip@caan.ca
are available to act as third-party reviewers, which means we can support your proposals by
providing feedback on language, proposal ideas, strong community engagement protocol and
so on. Get in touch, we promise to be as helpful as we can be!

Review the work of your peers! Get involved in grant reviewing. We can learn a lot about
what makes an application fundable by reading proposals written by our peers. We know that
reviewing grants asks a lot of our time and is a lot of work, but it’s important work too.
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When it comes to community-based research, participating in grant review is also an
opportunity for us to not only see what’s going on out there, but it’s also an opportunity to hold
our community to a higher standard. As a peer reviewer, we can offer ideas to strengthen
research design. It’s also our job to make sure that the work that is funded is do-able, ethical
and in the best interest of our communities.
You can start small by helping out with review for the AHA Centre’s Community Engagement
Fund – just contact Sherri sherrip@caan.ca for more information!

A final note & reminder…
Be kind to reviewers! The people who are reviewing your proposal are probably reading
your grant late at night, after a long day and may even be volunteering their time. And they
probably have a big stack to read too. Remember—your reviewers decide whether or not you
get to bring the ideas you’ve put on paper to life – be kind to them!

Make your proposal the one to remember because it was easy to read and clear.
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