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The Grantseeker’s Journey
ILLINOIS COLLEGE OF EDUCATION GRANTS ACADEMY SEMINAR



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.



 Understand what motivates funding opportunities

 Identify funding opportunities that align with your research

 Assess fit and readiness for funding

 Turn ideas into fundable projects 

 Draft a personalized grantseeking plan
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OMG, another training? On a Friday??
C R EAT E A  ST R AT EGY FO R  G R A NTSEEKING  OV ER T H E N EX T T H R EE YEA R S



WHERE?

HOW?

WHO?

WHEN?
WHY?

WHAT?

SO 

WHAT?

NOW 
WHAT?

Wall of 
Questions
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Because grants 
don’t just fall out 
of the sky…
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Extramural funding for research
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SOU RC ES & MOT I VATIONS

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.



Grantmaking priorities
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SOU RC ES & MOT I VATIONS

Why? Societal Challenges

So What? National Priorities

What? Agency Mission & Strategic Plan

Now What? Call for Proposals



Grantmaking priorities
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SOU RC ES & MOT I VATIONS

Research community

Taxpayers & citizenry

Education community

Industry

Foundation, association boards & leadership

Advocacy, lobbying groups

Community sentiment

Current events

New findings & reports

Federal Advisory Committees

Assessment teams



Grantmaking priorities
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SOU RC ES & MOT I VATIONS



Because funding 
databases are not 
ATMs…
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Insert idea

Magic happens

Extract funding



Intentional 
grantseeking
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ASK  TH E R I GHT QU ESTIONS

What grant programs, opportunities 
best fit your research mission and 
goals?

When will you be ready, competitive 
for a target opportunity?

What time, resources are needed to 
apply?



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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CO N SIDER  YOU R  AN GLES

Camels share a history with humans and are an integral part of the 
economies and subsistence agricultural practices in parts of Africa and 
Asia. With the identification of camels as a reservoir for Middle East 
respiratory syndrome coronavirus (MERS-CoV), there is increased interest 
in studying their role in the maintenance of zoonotic pathogens. Camels are 
reservoirs of several ‘select agents’, including; Crimean Congo 
haemorrhagic fever virus (CCHFV), tick borne encephalitis virus (TBEV), and 
Coxiella burnetii (Q fever). 

Detection of pathogens can be challenging owing to the short duration of 
infection or low levels of the organism in the sample material. Serologic 
assays can provide retrospective evidence for pathogen exposure. 
Kazakhstan has a large camel population of close to 200,000 animals and 
with several endemic ‘select agents’ identified in the country. 

Studying pathogen exposure at the camel-human interface will allow us 
determine high risk areas for the prevalence of a certain pathogen and 
therefore potential cross-species transmission. Additionally, by 
understanding the interactions between camels, livestock, bats and their 
parasitic communities, we can estimate in which areas and under which 
circumstances spillover events are likely to occur.

Source: Smith, G. (2021). “Camels as biosurveillance: sentinels Risk at the human camel interface.” Funded by the Defense Threat Reduction Agency, Award Number HDTRA12110035.



Intentional 
grantseeking
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START AT  H O ME

Source: Smith, G. (2021). “Camels as biosurveillance: sentinels Risk at the human camel interface.” Funded by the Defense Threat Reduction Agency, Award Number HDTRA12110035.

 Peers and colleagues

 Social media

 Funding opportunities listservs, email lists

 Federal Agency alerts, newsfeeds

 Google alerts

 Grants.gov

 Grant Forward

 SPIN



Intentional 
grantseeking
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USE SEARCH TO O LS

Source: Smith, G. (2021). “Camels as biosurveillance: sentinels Risk at the human camel interface.” Funded by the Defense Threat Reduction Agency, Award Number HDTRA12110035.

 Search for funding opportunities

 Save, manage, and share opportunities

 Set up alerts

 Generate funding that matches your areas of 
expertise

 Find collaborators



Intentional 
grantseeking
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V EN TURE OU T

Source: Smith, G. (2021). “Camels as biosurveillance: sentinels Risk at the human camel interface.” Funded by the Defense Threat Reduction Agency, Award Number HDTRA12110035.

 Manuscript, presentation acknowledgements

 Program officers

 Conference sessions

 Proposers Days



Intentional 
grantseeking
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GO  H AR D - CORE

Source: NIH Mathcmaker. Link

https://reporter.nih.gov/matchmaker


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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Map your journey

PLAN PREPARE WRITE POLISH

P RO POSAL D EV ELOP MENT P H A SES

 Workshop idea. 

 Write a concept paper.

 Identify potential 
grants.

 Contact program 
officers.

 Assess fit, readiness.

 Make go-no-go 
decision.

 Alert grants office.

 Establish workplan 
with collaborators.

 “Shred” solicitation.

 Get commitments 
from reviewers.

 Outline budget.

 Request letters, etc.

 Create timeline, 
assign tasks.

 Finish brainstorming.

 Align proposal to 
solicitation.

 Draft letters.

 Circulate drafts.

 Hold collaborators 
accountable.

 Update budget.

 Send drafts to 
reviewers.

 Finalize budget.

 Incorporate 
feedback from 
reviewers.

 Edit, proofread.

 Finalize package.

 Meet internal 
deadlines.

 Take time off.

 Prepare contingency.
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Map your journey
C R EAT E YOU R  O W N  CA LENDA R

 Identify 4-6 grant opportunities that look promising
 Create / adapt a 3-year planner
 Block off prior commitments

 Account for development time
 Assume you will have to resubmit
 Step back and be honest



Working Break
Fill out your grants roadmap and come back with insights 
and questions
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Now what?
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What’s below the 
surface?

Is your plan 
realistic?

What other 
resources do you 

need?

Who do you need to 
talk to?

Who can help?



WHERE?

HOW?

WHO?

WHEN?
WHY?

WHAT?

SO 

WHAT?

NOW 
WHAT?

Wall of 
Questions
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Pitch Perfect
HOW TO CAPTIVATE FUNDERS

Friday, October 11 at 9:00 AM CT
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 This workshop will guide you through the art of crafting 
grant proposals that not only inform but also persuade. 

 Drawing on principles from sales and marketing, 
participants will learn how to effectively position their 
research as the solution to funders' needs and priorities. 

 We will cover key elements of persuasive writing, 
including how to create compelling narratives, highlight 
innovation, and clearly articulate impact. 

 This workshop is ideal for faculty looking to refine their 
proposal writing skills and increase their success rate in 
competitive grant applications.



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
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