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Jessica (Jess) Venable co-leads the firm’s Grants Enterprise Strategy consulting practice, 
which assists clients in increasing the extramural funding base needed to support programs 
and services, research, outreach and engagement, partnerships, and the innovation 
ecosystem. 

With more than 25 years' experience, she delivers a unique combination of solutions-
focused consulting services including strategic planning, government relations, public 
relations, grants enterprise development and capacity building, partner engagement, Team 
Science, program design, and grant proposal development.

Jessica also leads Thorn Run Partners’ Grantsmanship Initiative. Successful grantsmanship 
requires a skillset that is built, continually developed, and adapts to evolving contexts. 
Using a “coaches” approach to learning, Jess helps grant writers self-discover solutions to 
proposal development, while challenging conventional thinking about research funding that 
create barriers across cultures and institutions.

Her client portfolio spans the higher education, non-profit, and local government sectors, 
for whom she has helped win more than $700 million in competitive grant awards across the 
past decade alone. Jess Venable, PhD

Partner, Thorn Run Partners Phone: (240) 930-2843
Email: jvenable@thornrun.com

Who’s that??
J ESSICA V EN ABLE,  P H D,  G R A NTS ACA DEMY FAC I LITATOR
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What we want…  . 

What we get…  . Grant!
Nobel
Prize!
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Writing a successful grant application is an art. 
Although the “science” is primarily being evaluated, presentation and respect for the 
requirements of the funding agency are key aspects that can make or break an application.

Source: Kraicer, J. (1997). The Art of Grantsmanship. https://www.hfsp.org/sites/default/files/webfm/Communications/The%20Art%20of%20Grantsmanship.pdf  
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Grantsmanship. 
The art of acquiring peer-reviewed funding, 
secured through (for example) grants.

Grant Writing.
The process of crafting a proposal or grant 

application for submission to a funder.
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Blah, blah, blah. 
Just tell me the rules for writing a 
grant and I’ll do those things.

 Give me a template. 

 Give me a checklist.

 What work?

 What doesn’t work?

 Tell me what to write, and I’ll 
write it.

 Why are you so annoying?
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Blah, blah, blah. 
Just tell me the rules for writing a 
grant and I’ll do those things.

Source: Porter, R. (2007). Why academics have a hard time writing good grant proposals. The 
Journal of Research Administration, 38, 161-167.

My epiphany came 
when I realized that 
grant programs do not 
exist to make me 
successful, but rather 
my job is to make 
those programs 
successful.



 Identify types of foundations and their funding priorities 

relevant to education research

 Understand the key differences between foundation and 

federal funding

 Develop strategies to cultivate long-term funding 

relationships

 Apply effective grant writing techniques tailored to 

foundation audiences
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OMG, another training? On a Friday??
A LI GNING YOU R  R ESEARC H W I T H N O N -FEDERAL SPO NSORS’  P R I O RITIES



Because grants 
don’t just fall out 
of the sky…
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Understanding funder priorities.



Extramural funding
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H O W  SPO NSOR S D EFI NE “SI G NIFICANC E”

Federal Government
To advance the taxpayers’ 
interests.

Professional Societies
To further the interests of 
a target scientific 
discipline, community.

Foundations
To promote the mission of 
the organization, public 
good.

Industry
To support commercial 
interests.



Key differences

11

FED ERAL VS FOU NDATION SPO NSORS

Federal Government
To advance the taxpayers’ 
interests.

Foundations
To promote the mission of 

the organization, public 
good.

Mission-driven priorities

Flexible application 

processes

Relationship-based 

(networking critical) 

Shorter timelines, quicker 

decisions

Often invitation-only or 

LOI required

National priorities and 

strategic plans

Structured, formal 

applications

Merit-based, peer-

reviewed evaluations

Longer timelines, 

detailed compliance 

requirements

Open solicitations with 

clear deadlines



Key differences
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FOU NDAT IONS BY T YP E

P R I VAT E

Spencer 
Foundation

Carnegie Corp of 
New York

Lumina 
Foundation

FA M I LY

Annie E. Casey 
Foundation

Walton Family 
Foundation

Kellogg 
Foundation

C O R P O R AT E

Google

AT&T Foundation

Boeing Charitable 
Trust

C O M M U N I T Y

Chicago 
Community Trust

Cleveland 
Foundation

Silicon Valley 
Community 
Foundation



Grantmaking priorities
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H O W  FOU N DATIONS D EFINE “SI G NIFICANC E”



Why foundations matter

14
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Why foundations matter
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FU N DING EDUCAT IONAL R ESEARCH

Often support innovative, 
community-centered, and 
equity-focused research.

Provide seed funding for 
pilot projects or emerging 

research areas.

Foster partnerships with 
schools, communities, 

and policy organizations.

Opportunity for multi-year 
funding and unrestricted 

grants.



Because 
foundations are 
not ATMs…
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Finding funding opportunities.



Intentional 
grantseeking
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P R EPAR E TO  SEARCH

Keywords

Impacts, Significance

Anticipated Results

Area(s) of Innovation

Methodology, Methods

Population, stakeholders



Intentional 
grantseeking
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START AT  H O ME

Source: Find Funding | Office of the Vice Chancellor for Research and Innovation (OVCRI)

 Peers and colleagues

 Social media

 Affinity groups, professional associations

 Funding opportunities listservs, email lists

 Sponsor alerts, newsfeeds

 Grant Forward

 Foundation Directory Online, Instrumentl

 NPR

https://research.illinois.edu/funding-proposal-support/find-funding
https://research.illinois.edu/funding-proposal-support/find-funding
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Intentional grantseeking
A  B I G  L I ST  O F T H E USUA L SUSP ECTS

Source: Find Funding | Office of the Vice Chancellor for Research and Innovation (OVCRI), Funding – Educational Research, and Home | Research Funding

3M Foundation

American Association of University Women Educational Foundation

The American Educational Research Association

The Andrew W. Mellon Foundation

Annenberg Foundation

Arthur Vining Davis Foundations

Association for Institutional Research

Brady Educational Foundation

Comcast Foundation

Empowering Minds Foundation

The Ford Foundation

International Educational Research Foundation

Johnson & Johnson Corporate Giving Program

The NEA Foundation

The Robert Wood Johnson Foundation

Russell Sage Foundation

The Wallace Foundation

William T. Grant Foundation

https://research.illinois.edu/funding-proposal-support/find-funding
https://education.ufl.edu/educational-research/funding-organizations
https://researchfunding.duke.edu/
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Intentional grantseeking
T H E U N USUAL SUSP ECTS

Source: Find Funding | Office of the Vice Chancellor for Research and Innovation (OVCRI), Funding – Educational Research, and Home | Research Funding

NewSchools Venture Fund

https://research.illinois.edu/funding-proposal-support/find-funding
https://education.ufl.edu/educational-research/funding-organizations
https://researchfunding.duke.edu/
https://www.russellsage.org/
https://heterodoxacademy.org/
https://www.newschools.org/apply-for-funding/


FOMO
But I want to know about all the other grants that nobody 
else knows about that haven’t been announced yet.
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Because not 
all money is 
the right 
money…
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Assess your fit and readiness to apply.
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Insert idea

Mix with NOFO

Extract funding



Determine if this is the right opportunity.
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P R I ORIT IES &  I MPACT  A LI GNMENT

 Social Impact: How does your 

research address pressing 

community needs?

 Innovation: Are you developing new 

solutions, methodologies, or 

approaches? How will you track 

progress?

 Equity: Does your work advance 

inclusion, access, and fairness in 

education?

 Community Engagement: How 

does your project involve and benefit 

communities?

Source: Grantmaking Principles - Stranahan Foundation

https://www.stranahanfoundation.org/main/grantmaking-principles/


Understand how proposals are requested.
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A N ATOMY O F T H E N O FO

General Guidance

Funder’s goals, objectives

Expectations of applicants 

Fundable topics

Required, allowable activities

Expected outcomes

Review criteria

Content Guidance

Purpose, Needs statement

Goals, Objectives, RQs

Project Plan / Methods

Evaluation, Dissemination

Timeline, Deliverables

Partners, Bios, Portfolio

Budget, Justification

Technical Guidance

Eligibility

Due dates

Staged submission process

Performance period

Formatting requirements

Contact Information



Understand how 
proposals are 
requested.

Many Foundations offer very limited 

guidance to applicants. Review the 

websites and past funded grants to 

determine:

 What are the funder’s goals and 

objectives? What is a fundable 

project?

 Am I eligible to apply?

 How do I apply? Is this an open-

call or invitation-only?
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TH E N O N -NOFO

Source: Dr Scholl Foundation

https://www.drschollfoundation.com/


Determine if this is the right opportunity.

Category Question Score

Alignment The grant opportunity aligns with my research, scholarly goals, and priorities.

Eligibility I, my organization, and my team is eligible to apply.

Need I can demonstrate a clear and compelling need for the proposed funding.

Program I have a well-thought-out program design or project that fits the grant’s objectives.

Support I have buy-in from key stakeholders, partners, or community groups required?

Capacity I have access to resources (staff, space, tech) needed to implement the project.

Budget My budget is realistic and matches the grant’s funding scope and guidelines.

Experience I have experience managing similar grants or projects.

Compliance I am prepared to meet all compliance, reporting, and accountability requirements.

Timeline I can realistically meet deadlines for submission, implementation, and reporting?
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D EC ISION MAT R I X

5 = Definitely YES; 0 = Definitely NO



Determine if this is the right opportunity.
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MA K E A N  H O NEST  A SSESSMENT

40 - 50

High fit & 
readiness 

Strong contender for 
this grant opportunity

30 - 39

Moderate fit & 
readiness 

Address gaps before 
proceeding.

< 30

Low fit & 
readiness 

Consider other 
opportunities or 

strengthen areas of 
weakness.

Certain categories may have greater importance based on the grant or organizational priorities. Apply weightings as necessary.



Break
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Because 
relationships 
matter…

Build connections with the funder.
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Review process
FED ERAL FU N D ING

PI writes 
proposal

University  
submits 
proposal

Sponsor 
reviews 

proposal

Sponsor 
funds 
research

Sponsor 
issues 
NOFO

?

F I T

T R Y  A G A I N

?

T R Y  A G A I N

I S S U E  A W A R D  T O  U N I V
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Review process
FOU NDAT ION FU N DING

PI writes 
proposal

University  
submits 
proposal

Sponsor 
reviews 

proposal

Sponsor 
funds 
research

Sponsor 
states 

priorities

? ?

B I G  C H E C K  L A N D S  I N  Y O U R  P E R S O N A L  B A N K  A C C O U N T

G H O S T E D

Y O U  S U B M I T  D I R E C T L Y

N O P E

?



33

Engagement strategies
BU I LDING R EL AT IONSHIP S W I T H FOU NDATIONS

Follow institutional 
protocols

Request informational 
meeting

Send well-prepared 
inquiries

Follow up strategically, 
leverage networks



Engagement strategies

34

START AT  H O ME

Source: Office of Foundation Relations – Illinois Advancement

 University may control foundation relationships, 
requiring you to work through internal channels.

 Collaborate with colleagues, leadership who 
have existing foundation relationships.

 Use past awardees as potential advisors or 
mentors.

 Engage on institutional initiatives that align with 
foundation interests.

 STOP if the university says stop.

https://advancement.illinois.edu/foundationrelations/
https://advancement.illinois.edu/foundationrelations/
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Because it takes 
work to make 
others excited 
about your work…

Communicate significance and impact.



Write with the reviewers in mind
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W R I TING FO R  P ER SUA SIV ENESS

Source: Porter, R. (2007). Why academics have a hard time writing good grant proposals. The Journal of Research Administration, 38, 161-167.

Reflects individual passion Scholarly pursuit ◄ ► Sponsor’s goals Adopts service attitude

Describes completed work Past oriented ◄ ► Future oriented Describes planned work

Clear theory and thesis Theme-centered ◄ ► Project-centered Clear objs, tasks, products

Explains to the reader Expository ◄ ► Persuasive Sells to the reader

Tone is objective, dispassionate Impersonal ◄ ► Personal Conveys excitement

Encourages verbosity Lengthy ◄ ► Constrained Rewards brevity

Aimed at limited audience Specialized lang. ◄ ► Accessible lang. Aims at broad audience

S C H O L A R LY  W R I T I N G G R A N T  W R I T I N G



Structuring the argument
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A LI GN W I T H T H E FOU NDATION’S MI SSION

 Immediately observable, 

short-term changes 

resulting from the 

outputs

 Mid- and long-term 

impacts of the changes

OUTCOMES
( S H O RT,  M I D,  LO N G )

 Tangible, measurable 

results of the resources 

and activities of the 

program

OUTPUTS

 Processes and events to 

help the program 

achieved the desired 

outcomes

 Represent the 

implementation the 

program

ACTIVITIES

 Conditions, needs that 

drive the program

 Materials needed to 

create the program and 

implement its activities

 Materials needed to 

achieve intended 

outcomes

RESOURCES, INPUTS

P L A N N E D  W O R K I N T E N D E D  R E S U L T S  /  S P O N S O R  A L I G N M E N T



Structuring the LOI
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P ER SUASIVENESS FO R  I N IT IAL  SC R EENING

P R O B L E M

 Challenge or issue 
definition

 Study justification: 
relevant data, gaps, 
or policy priorities

 Alignment with 
foundation’s 
priorities

P R OJ E CT

 Goals and objectives 

 Methods and 
approach

 Significance

O U TC O M E S

 Anticipated outputs 
and deliverables 

 Benefits to target 
populations

 Contribution to 
foundation’s mission, 
areas of focus

B U D G E T

 Estimated budget 
and funding 
allocation

 Timeline & key 
milestones

~ 0 . 5  P A G E ~ 2 . 5  P A G E S ~ 0 . 5  P A G E



Structuring the narrative

“Our project is dedicated to 
critically engaging with the 
interests and histories of 
[specific marginalized 
community], ensuring that 
their narratives are ethically 
represented through digital 
platforms. By collaborating 
closely with community 
members, we aim to co-create 
digital archives that honor and 
preserve their unique cultural 
heritage”
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MI N E T H E SO LI C ITATION FO R  L A N GUAGE

Source: ACLS Digital Justice Development Grants - ACLS

https://www.acls.org/competitions/acls-digital-justice-development-grants/


Structuring the narrative

“Building upon our completed 
prototype, this project is 
poised to advance to full-scale 
implementation. We have 
developed comprehensive 
plans for technological 
enhancements, financial 
sustainability, and intellectual 
growth. Our strategy includes 
intentional sunsetting and 
robust data stewardship to 
ensure the project's longevity 
and relevance beyond the grant 
period.”
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MI N E T H E SO LI C ITATION FO R  L A N GUAGE

Source: ACLS Digital Justice Development Grants - ACLS

https://www.acls.org/competitions/acls-digital-justice-development-grants/


Strong writing

 Be explicit.

  Write simply. Use strong, 
declarative verbs.

  Avoid jargon and define 
acronyms.
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W R I TE L I K E YOU  MEA N  I T

Instead of… Use…

Ameliorate

Commence

Interface with

Leverage

Utilize

Endeavor

Explore



Strong 
presentation
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W R I TE  LI K E  YOU CA R E 
ABOU T TH E R EAD ER

Text formatting to 
emphasize key points

Figure 1 and action 
captions

White space to give the 
eye a break



Now What?
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Fun Fact
Non-Federal sponsors 
are not immune to 
trends in Federal 
funding.
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Fun Fact
Some non-Federal 
funders don’t care 
about the trends in 
Federal funding.



WHERE?

HOW?

WHO?

WHEN?
WHY?

WHAT?

SO 

WHAT?

NOW 
WHAT?

Wall of 
Questions
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We look forward to 
working with you.

Washington, DC

100 M Street, SE – Ste. 750
Washington, DC 20003
Phone: (202) 688-0225

Portland

610 SW Alder – Ste. 1008
Portland, OR 97205

Phone: (503) 927-2032

Los Angeles

23371 Mulholland Drive – Ste. 145
Los Angeles, CA 91364
Phone: (310) 774-0292

W W W . T H O R N R U N . C O M

47
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