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Writing 
Compelling 
Proposals: Finding 
Your Formula



COMPETITION

COMPELLING
Best Fit



Their goals are your goals
They have objectives to meet.

They have constraints on what they are 
allowed to support.

Don’t make it a stretch for them to fund you!

If your project does not help them reach 
their goals, then it is not fundable.

Make Your Proposal Compelling to 
the Program Officers



Goals of the TCUP Program?
Goals of Each Funding Strand?

How does your project help the PO reach their goals?

How will your project attain institutional transformation?



Finding your proposal writing formula
1. The Right Fit

2. Provide Context

3. Define the Problem – Establish Need

4. Present a Clear Solution

5. Set Measurable Goals & Objectives

6. Plan for Implementation

7. Develop a Realistic Budget 

8. Define and Measure Success

Intro Section



Narrative Storytelling Issues
Provide Context

Define the Problem – Establish Need

Present a Clear Solution

• First sentence: UTTC proposes to develop a summer math camp [no context]

• UH West O’ahu has this and this and this and now wants to do this amazing thing 
[no need established]

• We have amazing science students, but many don’t return after summer, so we are 
going to start a winter break research project to improve their interest [solution is 
not aligned with context or problem]



Narrative Storytelling Framework
• Communicating science to the general public.

• Media training using narrative storytelling

• What does filmmaking have to do with writing a proposal?

• We are adapting this method for proposal writing!



The AND, BUT, THEREFORE (ABT) Method of 
Storytelling, Filmmaking, and Proposal Writing

There was a girl, and she had a mean teacher, and she rode a bike, and she lived on a farm 
with her auntie, and she had a little dog, and she had a pretty normal life.

There was a girl with a dog and she had this mean teacher and she had a pretty normal 
life, but one day a tornado came and whisked her away to a strange and magical land.  

There was a girl and her dog and she had this mean teacher and she had a pretty normal 
life, but one day a tornado came and whisked her away to a strange land; therefore, she 
had to find her way back home.  



The AND, But, THEREFORE Method
• There was a boy who lived on a farm with his aunt and had to do chores and didn’t get to 

play with his friends, but one day some droids arrive and the Empire kills his family; 
therefore, he has to fulfill his destiny and become a Jedi.

• We have an active science program and a student research program. But, faculty 
have high teaching loads, so research is limited to the summer. Therefore, we will 
hire full-time research faculty.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rkAM9noWjFk

• Honda safety affects everyone commercial: https://www.ispot.tv/ad/Zr4D/honda-safety-
affects-everyone-t2

• Randy Olson ABT Method: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rkAM9noWjFk
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Finding your formula
1. The Right Fit

2. Provide Context

3. Define the Problem

4. Present a Clear Solution

5. Set Measurable Goals & Objectives

6. Show You Plan for Implementation

7. Develop a Realistic Budget 

8. Define and Measure Success

• Supported by statistics, published 
literature, job reports, market 
analyses, etc.

• Funnel information to your 
specific project 

• Sell yourself/program/institution 

• Show clear evidence of the issue 
you are facing and why it needs to 
be changed

• Describe how NSF funds will 
address the issue through aligned 
goals, objectives, evidence-based 
activities, and evaluation



Expand local engagement 

Other hints for a more compelling proposal



Expand local engagement 

Other, other hints for a more 
compelling proposal

• Page limits: up to 15 pages

• Intellectual merit – Advancing knowledge vs. evidence-based practices

“Is it novel?”
• Room for innovation? 

• Being the first to gain knowledge of particular topic or being the person that 
develops a new technique or framework

• Can also mean the first to try it in your context – what is unique about what you 
are doing? If nothing, maybe try a new intervention…  

• Fishpond projects…?



Expand local engagement 

Identifying ABT method
We have all the nuts & bolts, but sometimes our proposals are not compelling because 

we have not adequately established the need or solution; therefore, we will use a 

narrative storytelling technique to ensure the reviewers understand the predicament. 
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