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Tips for Successful 
Proposals

Start Early
As soon as you have a good idea for a project, begin 
checking out possible funding sources, application 
deadlines, and guidelines for your proposal preparation.
Know your target
Study the funding agency to find the appropriate 
program for your project. Understand the agency's 
research priorities and goals and figure out what it 
considers a good proposal. 

Do your homework, but don’t be afraid to reach out
Study recent research awards in your field. Learn what's 
already been done and by whom. If you want to pursue 
research that doesn't fit a particular RFP, contact a 
program manager to assess interest. It’s expected, and 
program managers are often very helpful. 

Write well and think about your audiences
Your proposal should be clearly written, grammatically 
correct, spellchecked, and proofread. 



Tips for Successful 
Proposals

 Follow instructions exactly
Follow instructions exactly. Some 15% of proposals miss important 
parts of instructions. Read the announcement carefully to grasp 
exactly what it seeks. And check for updates, because deadlines 
can shift.

Be excited-and upfront about your idea
State the research objective in the first sentence of the proposal. 
Describe the state of the field and its direction, and how your 
work is going to move it forward. How will your research impact 
society and address a national need? 

Don’t skimp on Education
For proposals that must have an educational component—such 
as NSF Faculty Early Career Development (CAREER) 
proposals—make it substantive. 

Be Smart with Money
Budget realistically. Know the size of grants an agency typically 
provides and use that as a guide. Include money to pay graduate 
students.



Tips for Successful 
Proposals

Credit others as well as yourself
List your credentials, publications, awards, and 
experience, but only in your bio, not in the 
proposal. Correctly reference the cited work of 
others.

Give back
Volunteer to serve on a review panel. This won't give 
your own proposal special treatment, but it will expose 
you to others' proposals, peer reactions, and the 
process of acceptance and rejection—which can be a 
great learning experience for your next proposal!

Ask for a pre-submission review
Get an experienced colleague to review your proposal. 
before the deadline!

Play well with others
Find collaborators, inside or outside of Morgan. It also 
helps to show that you found partners in gathering 
supporting material



Proposal Guidelines 
Not Followed
It is the PI responsibility to know what is required by the sponsor.

This is the top reason proposals are rejected

Returned Without Review

The departmental support staff  and Office of Research Administration can assist by 
understanding the sponsor’s general guidelines.

TIP: Follow the guidelines exactly!



Sponsor and Project 
Goal Mismatch

• It is the PI’s responsibility to ensure that 
the project goals match the sponsor’s 
funding agenda.

• Most sponsors know what they want to 
fund.

• What is the sponsor’s funding history?

• Is this in response to an RFP?

• Does the response to an RFP match the 
request?

TIP: If it is not clear what the sponsor 
wants to fund, contact the Office of 
Research Administration for assistance.



Deadline Not Met
• Meeting the submission deadline is the 

responsibility of the PI.
• Most sponsors have little sympathy for 

late submitters.
• Errors encountered during the submission 

process must be corrected before the 
deadline.

TIP: Know the deadline for the 
submission and ensure there is 
enough time to review properly 
for errors.



Budget is 
Unrealistic

• The PI is responsible for making sure the budget reflects all the costs 
associated with the project.

• Most sponsors can tell if a project is padded, based on the scope of 
work or the goals and objectives.

• Most sponsors are not going to object to budgets that are less than 
expected. The overruns will be the responsibility of the Institution.

TIP:  Look for the obvious omissions and additions by comparing 
the budget to the proposed project goals.



Budget Does not 
Include Required 
Elements

• Justification is not included
• Justification does not clearly 

explain the budget item
• Effort is not clearly allocated
• Sponsor’s required forms are not 

completed correctly

TIP: Include all the required 
items in the budget.



Documents are 
Missing
• It is the PI responsibility to provide 

all non‐standard documents as 
required by the proposal 
guidelines.

• Sponsor requests for special 
documents should be sent to the 
Office of Research Administration 
for processing.

• Biosketches of staff members 
assigned to proposed program

• Contact person and information
• Letters of support from 

collaborators

TIP: Keep documents up to date 
for immediate use.



Documents in 
the Wrong 
Format

• It is the responsibility of the PI to ensure all documents submitted 
with the proposal package are in the correct format.

• ORA will review for proper formatting.
• But revisions of proposals, due to formatting issues, can be avoided.

TIP: Follow the format requirements



Unusual 
Clauses

• The PI is responsible for the 
terms and conditions of the 
award.

• Unusual clauses need to be 
reviewed and there needs to 
be agreement before the 
proposal is submitted.

TIP: Don’t skip the clauses.



Last Minute 
Response to 
RFP

• We know that there are often 
last-minute requests from 
sponsors to submit a proposal 
in response to an RFP.

• The more prepared the PI is 
to respond to these requests, 
the easier it will be for us to 
help with the submission.

TIP: Keep documents up-to-date.



Submission Procedures at MSU (1)

• Searching for Funding Opportunities
• Grants.gov
• NSF

• Morgan Office of Research Administration Website

https://www.grants.gov/
https://www.nsf.gov/
https://www2.morgan.edu/research_and_economic_development/office_of_research_administration/funding_sources.html


Submission Procedures at MSU (2)
Limited Proposal submission

Procedure:
A. Summary of Proposed Project 
B. Selection of Project
C. Full Proposal Submission
D. Resubmission 
E. Failure to Submit Full Proposal(s)
Please go to ORA website for details



Submission Procedures at MSU (3)
Develop an internal strategy 

Contact Office of 
Research administration

1
Start to route Internal 
Routing Form

2
New Faculty and 
Researchers need to 
contact Ms. Ailing Zhang 
for transferring 
information from your 
previous universities.

3

https://powerforms.docusign.net/d952f118-fd7b-4b18-b238-57855dc939f7?env=na2&acct=91e00bed-fb84-48ab-9c47-f3a2c0621225&accountId=91e00bed-fb84-48ab-9c47-f3a2c0621225


Internal Routing Form



Submission Procedures at MSU (5)

MSU PI Submission with an external 
Co-PI (Morgan is the prime)

PI informs the Grants Manager if a 
collaborator or non MSU Co-PI will be 

included in the proposal

The Grant Manager will receive the 
following from either the PI or the 

external Co-PI organizations:

•MSU Subrecipient Compliance Form 
(The OAR will email it to the PI or 
external OSP Office)

•Scope of Work
•Budget and budget Justification 
•Copy of the Approved/Provisional 
Indirect Cost Rates

•Signed Letter(s) of Commitment 
•Biographical Sketches (CV)
•Current and Pending Support Form
•And check with Grant Manager to 
make sure ALL other materials have 
been submitted.

•PI will send the budget and budget 
justification to the budget specialist 
for review

•Grants Manager will do the 
submissions



Submission Procedures at MSU (6)

MSU PI Submission with an external Co-PI (Morgan is the 
sub)

PI  needs to give the Grants Manager contact information 
to the lead organizations

PI  will provide the following information to  the Grants 
Manager  
• Scope of Work
• Budget and budget Justification 
• Draft Letter(s) of Commitment  (support)
• Biographical Sketches (CV)
• Current and Pending Support Form
• And check with Grant Manager to make sure ALL other materials have 

been submitted.

The Grant Manager will  fill the Subrecipient Compliance 
Form and get all required documents to the subs



Electronic Submissions

Major Electronic Submissions:
Grants.gov submission (for most federal agencies)
Research.gov submission (National Science Foundation (NSF))
ASSIST Submission (National Institutes of Health (NIH))
NSPIRES Submission ( National Aeronautics and Space 

Administration (NASA))
Other submission (Foundations)



Grants.gov submission

REGISTER EARLY – Grants.gov registration may take five or more business 
days to complete.  

Create a Workspace: Creating a workspace allows you to complete it online 
and route it through the Office of Research Administration for review 
before submitting.

Complete a Workspace: Add participants to the workspace to work on the 
application together, complete all the required forms online and check for 
errors before submission. 

https://www.grants.gov/


Research.gov (NSF)

Registration 

Fastlane submission
Research.gov submission

Research.gov

https://www.fastlane.nsf.gov/
https://www.research.gov/research-web/


ASSIST Submission (NIH)
• Registration (Office of Research Administration 

will initiate the registration)
• NIH Assist 

https://public.era.nih.gov/assist/


Budget 
Template



Budget 
Justification 
Sample



Checklist for Proposal Budget Items
(Not an inclusive list)

A. Personnel Costs
1. Senior Personnel Salaries 

PI and Co-PI
2. Other Personnel Salaries

• Graduate Assistants
• Student Assistants
• Computer Programmers
• Secretaries
• Editorial Assistants
• Administrative Aides
• Technicians
• Other Hourly Personnel
• Other Salaried Personnel

B. Fringe Benefits 
• Reassigned Time
• Those employed on the grant
• Health Insurance

C. Materials and Supplies
• Office Supplies
• Test Materials/Instruments
• Animals
• Animal Food
• Laboratory Supplies
• Chemicals
• Electronic Supplies
• Project-related Books and Periodicals

D. Travel
• Transportation/Mileage
• Per Diem: Meals and Lodging
• Administrative Travel/Mileage
• Field Work
• Professional Meetings
• Participant Travel/Mileage
• Vehicle Rental
• Project Director’s Meeting
• Parking Tolls and Taxis

E. Equipment (including 
shipping and handling)
• Special Purpose/Research 

Equipment
• General Purpose/Office 

Equipment
• Equipment Rental
• Equipment Installation
• Accessories Included with 

Equipment Acquisition
• Computers

F. Contracted and Campus Services
• Photographic Services
• Consultants (honorarium fees, travel, 

per diem)
• Subcontractors
• Printing
• Report Preparation/Editorial Services
• Audio-Visual Production
• Central Computer Use
• Duplication Services
• Printing Services
• Library-Interlibrary Loan, On-Line 

Databases, Searches

G. Other
• Communications (long distance phone, 

postage, fax, express delivery service)
• Software
• Space Rental
• Alterations and Renovations
• Tuition/Fees
• Journal Page and Charges
• Recruiting Costs for New Personnel 

(advertising, etc.)
• Maintenance Contracts

H. Indirect Costs
• Negotiated Allowable Rate (or the 

maximum permitted if less than the 
negotiated rate)



Elements in a 
Typical 
Proposal

Common Heading Who Completes Answers the Question

Cover Sheet Division of Research and Economic 
Development (DRED)

Who are we?

Table of Contents DRED/PI What’s in the proposal?

Abstract PI What’s the big picture?

Problem Statement PI Why should we do this now?

Goals/Specific Aims PI What are we trying to accomplish?

Measurable 
Objectives

PI What will be different? 

Procedures PI What exactly are we going to do and 
when?

Evaluation PI How will we know if our idea works?

Dissemination PI Who else will benefit? How will we 
share data?

Facilities PI Do we have the necessary 
tools/resources/capacity?

Personnel PI Who will do the work? Are they 
qualified?

Budget/Budget
Justification

DRED/PI How much will it cost? 

Biographical Sketch PI Who are the players?

References PI Whose work are you building on?

Appendices (LOS, 
IDC, etc.)

PI/DRED What else do the funders need to make 
a decision?



Check Again Before 
the Submission

Check spelling.
Check calculations.
Check due dates.
Check the submission package and 

make sure all required forms and 
necessary attachments are 
included, page number and font size 
requirements are followed, and all 
documents are in the order 
described in the RFP and FOA.

Review the scoring criteria of each 
section and gauge how your 
proposal measures up.



Appendix



Life Cycle of a Grant Proposal
Pre-award Activities

Contact 
DRED

Idea/
RFP Narrative—

draft, get 
feedback, 
revise 

Draft 
budget
(get 
permissions 
if needed)

Narrative 
finalized

Budget 
finalized

Days before agency submission deadline (Ideal Time)                    Business Days

90+ 60 30 14 5 3 07

PI should start the 
routing process:  
Routing Forms for 
University 
Approvals:  PIs, 
co-PIs, Chair, 
Deans, 
Budget Specialist, 
Grants Manager, 
AVP

DRED
Submits 
proposal 

to 
Agency



13 Issues to 
Think About 
Through 
The 
Process!!!

1 Develop a good idea and 
operationalize your idea

2 Develop a 1-page 
description

3 Avoid being a naysayer!
4 Create a good 
institutional fit

5 Assemble a motivated and 
INTERDISCIPLINARY 
TEAM!!!

6 Match/Link your idea to a 
potential funder/sponsor

7 Read carefully the 
proposal guidelines

8 Re-read them again and 
again!

9 Contact the 
Program Official 
and ask questions!

10 Develop proposal 
planning outline in 
detail

11 Develop the 
budget from the 
detailed plan

12 Read the 
guidelines again 
with the proposal 
narrative/summary 
in mind

13 Be persistent—
plan to revise and 
resubmit 



Questions? 





ORA 
Contact 

Contact:

Ailing Zhang, MS ( for all submission issues)

443.653.2272

Deshun Li (budget and budget justification)

601.953.0275

Matthew Lee (Contracts) 

410.382.9430 

Farin Kamangar, MD, PhD (AoR)

301.655.9280
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