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OVERVIEW

I. Understand the rhetorical situation
II. Develop a focus and an approach
III. Choose an organizational strategy
IV. Focus on reader-friendliness
V. Seek others’ feedback



WHERE DO WRITERS TEND TO GO WRONG WITH 
RESEARCH PROPOSALS?

Unfamiliar with genre conventions

Too general

Too specific

Failure to explain why and for whom the research matters

Lack consideration for readers



UNDERSTANDING 
THE RHETORICAL 

SITUATION



STEP 1: KNOW YOUR RHETORICAL SITUATION

Audience

Purpose

Genre

• Who is reading?
• What will those readers expect?Audience

• Why are you writing?
• What kind of impact do you hope to make? Purpose

• Form and conventions
• Length
• Citation styles

Genre



READ THE RFA CAREFULLY

Eligibility criteria

Deadlines and requirements

Review process 

Evaluation criteria



REVIEW SAMPLES

Your advisor’s recommendations

Your department’s files

Your peers’ fellowship applications



DEVELOP A FOCUS



STEP 2: DEVELOP A FOCUS



CONSIDER…

Scope

Timeliness

Significance

Impact



DEVELOP AN APPROACH

Approach A

à What do I plan to do?

à Why does this need to be done?

à How will I do this?

Approach B

à What is the problem?

à What is the proposed solution?

à What methods will I use?



APPROACH “A” (WHAT/WHY/HOW)

From an NSF Graduate Research Fellowship application



APPROACH “A” (WHAT/WHY/HOW)

Applicant wastes no time identifying what 
the specific research agenda is and 
outlining how it will be conducted.

The significance of the research (i.e. 
why it’s important) is also made explicit.

Consider how the rhetorical situation 
of an NSF grant, in particular, shapes

this writer’s choices…



APPROACH “B” (PROBLEM/SOLUTION)

From a Wisconsin Space Grant Consortium 
Graduate & Professional Research Fellowship application



APPROACH “B” (PROBLEM/SOLUTION)

“However” is a very common – and 
effective! – signpost for identifying the 

problem your research addresses.

This applicant goes on to articulate why this 
problem may be of particular interest or 

relevance to the granting agency.

Very explicit “solution” statement.



CHOOSE AN 
ORGANIZATIONAL 

STRATEGY



THREE-PART FORMAT

Three-part format

à Introduction/Problem

à Methods/Analytical Protocol

à Significance/Impact



TWO-PART FORMAT

Two-part format

à Introduction and Impact

à Methods



SPECIFIC AIMS FORMAT

Specific aims

Background and significance

Research design and methods



OVERVIEW FORMAT

Introduction 

Background

Hypotheses

Data collection/analysis

Contents of lengthier proposal



OBSERVE COMMON FORMAT(S) IN SAMPLE 
FELLOWSHIP APPLICATIONS!



FOCUS ON READER-
FRIENDLINESS



HOW CAN YOU WRITE CLEARLY ABOUT COMPLEX SUBJECTS? 



HELP THE READER NAVIGATE YOUR IDEAS

Provide a clear road map from the start.

Create clear headings and subheadings.

Use strong lead sentences.

Include effective transitions.

Use verbal and visual signposts.



EXAMPLE: READER-FRIENDLINESS (NSF)

Clear section headings provide a roadmap 
for readers by identifying the purpose of 

each section.

Bold text draws visual attention to key 
moments in the proposal. Here, it’s the 
articulation of motivation and impact.

Carefully selected transition words 
and phrases help a reader move 

from one idea to the next.



WRITE IN CLEAR, DIRECT SENTENCES

Precise language

Limited quotations

Appropriate use of active/passive voice

No leisurely sentence openers

Appropriate verb tense

Balanced use of first- and third-person pronouns



EXAMPLE: CLEAR, DIRECT SENTENCES (NSF)

Notice how the core focus of the proposal 
is identified early in the first sentence.

First-person pronouns are not only OK 
but necessary in fellowship 

applications!



SEEK OTHERS’ 
FEEDBACK



SEEK OTHERS’ FEEDBACK

Professors, advisors

Peers in your program

Colleagues in your field

Writing Center instructors

writing.wisc.edu

http://www.writing.wisc.edu/


WRITING 
CENTER 
SERVICES

Writing Center website

One-to-one assistance

à Virtual Meetings

à Written Feedback

à Flexible Feedback

à Drop-In Hours

Writing Center workshops

The Writer’s Handbook

http://www.writing.wisc.edu/
https://writing.wisc.edu/locationsandhours/
https://writing.wisc.edu/workshops/
https://writing.wisc.edu/handbook/


THANK YOU

Angela Zito
azito@wisc.edu


