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The Community Funding Accelerator (CFA) supports communities in securing and deploying public funding to
strengthen cradle-to-career education and workforce pathways. We help organizations assess, pursue, and
implement funding opportunities that align with their goals, capacity, and long-term strategy.

How to Use This Guide

This guide is complemented by the Pre-Application Readiness Guide (assessing the opportunity) and the Post-
Submission Strategy Guide (post-submission readiness and award preparation).

Use this guide to develop competitive, well-organized proposals — Step 2 of the Grant Readiness Cycle. It can
help your organization align strategy, budgets, staffing, evaluation, and implementation plans throughout the
proposal development process.

THE GRANT READINESS CYCLE

0 1 Assess Develop Prepare

Pre-Application Readiness Grant Writing Guide Post-Submission Strategy
Guide Steps for developing and Guide
Guided self-assessment for submitting successful grant Practical framework for
organizational readiness to proposals organizing post-submission
pursue opportunities resources and logistics

T You are here

Don't miss our interactive proposal builder! III
Our online tool walks you through 11 sections to produce a complete proposal package — including a
backward-planned timeline, theory of change, metrics table, narrative drafts, budget justification, and
implementation plan.

Find out more (Page 25)

n Grant Basics: Federal, State, and Philanthropic Funding

Once you decide to pursue an opportunity, explore the submission systems, review processes, and compliance
expectations tied to the application. Every opportunity has its own requirements, timelines, and expectations;
understanding them early helps you avoid surprises later. Before drafting begins, confirm:

Registration requirements
Submission platform access
Required attachments
Formatting rules



CR

Required forms
Submission deadlines and internal approval timelines

This step is important; failure to meet administrative requirements can disqualify an otherwise competitive
proposal.

Funding Type Comparison

Not all funding opportunities operate the same way. Understanding the differences between federal, state, and
philanthropic funding can help you anticipate requirements and determine where your organization is best
positioned to compete.

FUNDING TYPE COMMON REQUIREMENTS PRACTICAL CONSIDERATIONS

Federal Grants SAM.gov registration, UEI, Grants.gov or Longer timelines, detailed narratives,
agency portals, strict formatting higher compliance burden

State Grants State vendor registration, procurement Requirements vary significantly by
systems, state-specific forms state

Philanthropic Grants Foundation portals, LOIs, flexible Greater emphasis on mission
formatting alignment and relationships

Common Startup Tasks

Many application delays stem from administrative requirements rather than proposal content. Use the table
below to identify common startup tasks before drafting begins. Two terms are worth defining: prequalification
is a funder's process for approving organizations as eligible to apply before they submit a full application
(common for state programs); standard budget forms are funder-required budget templates that must be
completed in a set format — for federal applications, usually the SF-424 family.

TASK FEDERAL STATE PHILANTHROPIC

Portal Registration Required Often Required Usually Required
Unique Entity ID (UEI) Required Sometimes Required Rare
Prequalification Sometimes Common Rare

Letters of Inquiry Rare Rare Common
Standard Budget Forms Required Usually Required Varies


http://sam.gov/
http://grants.gov/
http://grants.gov/
http://grants.gov/forms/forms-repository/sf-424-family
http://grants.gov/forms/forms-repository/sf-424-family
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Q KEY INSIGHT

Submission systems often contain additional required fields or attachments not clearly described in the
funding notice. Build time for:

» platform troubleshooting
internal approvals

upload errors

>

» attachment validation
>

» final compliance review

Plan to submit at least 48 hours before the deadline.

n Proposal Activation: Building the Proposal Team

Strong proposals are usually built by coordinated teams rather than a single writer.

Core Proposal Team

Before you begin drafting, consider who will contribute content, review materials, make decisions, and manage
the overall process. Note that this is your core proposal team — the people who develop and submit the
application. It is distinct from the project personnel you propose to deliver the funded work, whom the NOFO
may require by role, title, or qualification. The two often overlap (e.g., a Program Lead may also be named project
staff), but confirm which personnel the NOFO requires and their required qualifications.

ROLE PRIMARY RESPONSIBILITY

Proposal Lead Oversees timeline, drafting coordination, and final integration

Program Lead Defines strategies, activities, and implementation approach

Budget/Finance Lead Develops budget and cost assumptions

Data/Evaluation Lead Defines metrics, outcomes, and reporting approach

Administrative Lead Manages formatting, attachments, and submission compliance

Principal Investigator (PI) Required for many research grants (e.g., NSF); the named lead responsible for

the project's scientific/technical direction and credentials. May be distinct
from the Proposal Lead.

Note: In smaller organizations, one individual may serve multiple functions. Research grants often require a
named Principal Investigator (and sometimes Co-PIs) with specific qualifications. Confirm the funder's
requirements early, as these roles can take time to formalize.
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Partner Engagement Checklist

If you're applying with partners, invest time upfront to align on roles, expectations, and decision-making.
These conversations are often much easier before proposal deadlines begin to compress timelines.

DISCUSSION AREA QUESTIONS TO RESOLVE EARLY

Scope What role will each partner play?

Deliverables What outputs or services will each organization provide?
Staffing Who will participate and at what level of effort?

Data What data-sharing agreements are required?

Budget How will funds be allocated across partners?
Governance Who has decision-making authority?

Review Process Who approves final content and timelines?

Partnership Documentation
As partner roles become clearer, confirm what documentation the funding opportunity requires. Different
funders may expect different levels of commitment and formalization.

DOCUMENT TYPE PRIMARY PURPOSE

Letter of Support Endorses the project concept
Letter of Commitment Confirms defined contributions
Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) Documents roles, responsibilities, and coordination



CR

Common Partnership Pitfalls
Even strong partnerships can create challenges if expectations are not clarified early. Common pitfalls include:

PITFALL RISK TO PROPOSAL

Vague partner roles Reviewers question implementation credibility
Late partner engagement Delays budgets and attachments

Undefined governance Creates accountability concerns

Unconfirmed match contributions Compliance risk

Inconsistent narratives across partners Weakens proposal cohesion

Managing Proposal Development

Even teams with strong project ideas can struggle if proposal development is poorly coordinated. Clear
ownership, realistic timelines, and structured review processes can help keep teams aligned throughout the
process.

Proposal Development Workflow

PHASE PRIMARY ACTIVITIES

Startup Review solicitation, assign roles, confirm partners

Design Develop Theory of Change, strategies, metrics, and budget assumptions
Drafting Write narrative sections and compile attachments

Review Conduct leadership, compliance, and partner review

Finalization Validate formatting, uploads, signatures, and submission
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Proposal Management Practices that Reduce Risks
The following practices can help reduce common proposal development challenges and keep teams aligned.

PRACTICE BENEFIT

Shared document repository Reduces version control problems
Weekly status meetings Keeps drafting aligned

Defined section owners Improves accountability

Internal deadlines before funder deadline Creates revision time

Compliance checklist Reduces submission errors

Q KEY INSIGHT

Many proposals fail because of coordination breakdowns rather than weak ideas. The strongest teams

manage proposal development like a short-term project with defined owners, milestones, and review
cycles.

# TOOL
Proposal Development Workplan
Use the linked to:

assign section ownership
track drafting progress
monitor deadlines

organize partner contributions

manage review cycles

Note: Proposal development is iterative — expect multiple drafts and rounds of feedback. Build backward from
the submission deadline to include core narrative & budget completion, a mid-point review with time to revise,
leadership approval, final and legal/compliance review, partner review, upload validation, and a final submission
buffer.


https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1925WoGvZXUdfWx5ravxOc9rzMdCvFFsfMgIvMt-rkRU/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1925WoGvZXUdfWx5ravxOc9rzMdCvFFsfMgIvMt-rkRU/edit?usp=sharing
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Theory of Change: Building a Coherent Project Design

Before drafting begins, take time to map out how your proposed activities will lead to meaningful outcomes. A
Theory of Change can help create alignment across your narrative, staffing plan, budget, and evaluation
approach. To identify the primary challenge and priority areas your Theory of Change should address, start from
the NOFO's Program Objectives and Scoring Criteria — these show what the funder is trying to achieve and

how proposals will be evaluated.

Weak proposals often contain disconnected activities, unclear outcomes, or metrics that do not align to the
proposed work.
Core Theory of Change Components

A strong Theory of Change helps connect the problem you are trying to solve with the activities, outcomes, and
metrics proposed in the application.

COMPONENT PURPOSE

Need/Problem Defines the gap or challenge

Inputs/Resources Identifies assets supporting implementation
Strategies High-level approaches used to address the problem
Activities Specific actions supporting each strategy

Outputs Quantifiable implementation measures

Outcomes Measurable changes expected during the grant period

* Recommended practice: Complete the Theory of Change before drafting the narrative and budget.
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Sample Theory of Change

The example below illustrates how resources and strategies connect through outputs to short-, mid-, and long-term outcomes for an industry-

informed student training initiative.

Theory of Change

How program inputs translate to measurable outcomes

Classroom materials Conduct industry-

informed student
training programs

Science specialists

Convene industry
stakeholders for
continuous input on
programs

K-12 science teachers

3

OUTPUTS
Amount of:

Student training
sessions provided

Teachers adopting
updated program
materials

v

SHORT-TERM OUTCOMES

Students demonstrating
interest in training
programs

Career awareness +
engagement activities
for students

Incorporate student
outreach and
engagement early and
often

Industry stakeholders
to inform program
alignment

Field trips provided for
students

Industry-recognized
credential programs
provided

Students enrolled in
training programs

Increased student
engagement in learning
activities

Registered pre-

apprenticeships offered

Demonstrated career-
readiness skill
development

oD

LONG-TERM OUTCOMES

Retention rate of
enrolled students

Student completion rate

Increase in students
interested

Increase in entry into
apprenticeship
programs

Increase in student
enrollment

Expansion rate of
training programs

Trainee interview and

job-placement rate
Participation rate of

industry stakeholders

Note: This is an illustrative sample. Populate each column with the resources, strategies, outputs, and outcomes specific to your own project and aligned to the NOFQ's scoring criteria.

10
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Note: This is an illustrative sample. Populate each column with the resources, strategies, outputs, and outcomes
specific to your own project and aligned to the NOFQ's scoring criteria.

Building Strong Strategies

One common challenge in proposal development is trying to do too much. Focus on a small number of well-
defined strategies that clearly connect to your desired outcomes. Organize activities under a small number of
major strategies rather than listing disconnected tasks.

WEAK APPROACH STRONG APPROACH

Long lists of activities Activities grouped under strategic priorities
Generic interventions Clearly defined implementation model
Unclear connection to outcomes Direct alignment between strategy and metrics
STRATEGY SAMPLE ACTIVITIES SAMPLE OUTPUTS
Professional Development Training sessions, coaching, curriculum Number of educators
alignment trained
Student Support Services Tutoring, advising, mentoring Number of students
served
Systems Improvement Data system integration, process redesign New systems

implemented

Developing Performance Metrics

As you develop performance metrics, focus on measures that are meaningful, realistic, and directly influenced by
the proposed work. Aim for a focused set — often about 5—-8 metrics — rather than tracking everything. Some
federal programs also require — standardized measures tied to the Government Performance and
Results Act that agencies report to Congress (for example, cost per participant). Check your NOFO for any you
must include.

METRIC TYPE EXAMPLE

Output Metric Number of participants served

Outcome Metric Percentage increase in credential attainment
Implementation Metric Percentage of activities completed on schedule
Government Performance and Results Act (GPRA) Cost per participant

Metric

11


https://www.dol.gov/agencies/eta/performance/goals/gpra
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Common Metrics Problems

As you develop performance measures, watch for common pitfalls that can weaken proposal credibility.

Metrics not tied to activities
No baseline data
Overly ambitious targets

Too many metrics

O KEY INSIGHT

Reviewers look for alignment between:

identified need
proposed strategy
planned activities
budget

staffing
performance metrics

Weakens credibility
Makes targets difficult to evaluate
Signals unrealistic planning

Creates reporting burden

Misalignment across these areas (s one of the most common proposal weaknesses.

Data Sources Frequently Used in Competitive Proposals
Data helps demonstrate need, support your approach, and strengthen competitiveness. Use recent local data
where possible, comparative data to show disparities, and trend data to convey urgency.

DATA SOURCE TYPE EXAMPLES

Demographic Data

Education Data

Workforce Data

Economic Data

Research & Evidence

, State Education Agencies

12


http://www.census.gov/
https://nces.ed.gov/
https://nces.ed.gov/
http://www.bls.gov/
http://www.bea.gov/
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/j-pal-north-america
https://catalog.results4america.org/
http://www.campbellcollaboration.org/
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Theory of Change & Metrics Builder
Use the linked Theory of Change & Metrics Builder to:

organize strategies and activities

align metrics to outcomes

identify gaps in logic

develop implementation coherence

prepare logic models and evaluation frameworks

¥ Proposal Narrative: Translating Strategy into a Competitive
Application

Your narrative is where strategy, evidence, and implementation come together. As you draft, ensure the proposal
reflects the funder's priorities, evaluation criteria, and your Theory of Change. Strong narratives are clear,
evidence-based, and easy for reviewers to navigate quickly.

What Reviewers Are Actually Looking For

While every funding opportunity is different, reviewers are typically looking for clear answers to a common set of
questions.

SECTION REVIEWER QUESTION

Needs Statement Is the problem real, documented, and important?
Project Design Will this approach realistically address the problem?
Implementation Plan Can this organization execute the work?

Evaluation Will outcomes be measured credibly?

Budget Are costs reasonable and aligned?

Sustainability Will the impact continue after funding?

13


https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1-gc2MBMaJ_JDeQeDKTE2xWrqh32RylOAtN4TNwYT4TQ/edit?gid=0#gid=0
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The Needs Statement

A strong needs statement helps reviewers understand both the problem and why your organization is well
positioned to address it. Incorporating the following elements can support that endeavor.

ELEMENT PURPOSE

Local data Demonstrates relevance
Comparative data Shows disparities or gaps
Trend data Demonstrates urgency

Root causes Explains why the issue exists
Consequences of inaction Establishes importance

Only 18% of students are proficient in mathematics compared to 34%
statewide. District analysis identified limited access to advanced coursework and insufficient teacher
preparation as contributing factors. Without intervention, the district projects continued declines in
college readiness indicators.

Communicating Strategies

As you describe your approach, help reviewers understand not only what you plan to do, but why it is likely to
work. Strong proposals typically:

define the problem

explain the intervention
connect activities to outcomes
demonstrate feasibility

SECTION COMPONENT PURPOSE

Problem/Gap Establishes why the strategy is needed using data

. Explains what will occur and will be different compared to the current
Intervention

state
Evidence Base Demonstrates credibility
Outcomes Defines expected results

14
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Proposal Writing Practices that Improve Review Scores
Small writing choices can have a significant impact on readability and reviewer experience.

PRACTICE BENEFIT

Use headings aligned to scoring criteria Helps reviewers navigate
Mirror funder terminology Signals alignment

Use tables and visuals strategically Improves readability

Use active voice Strengthens clarity

Keep paragraphs focused Reduces reviewer fatigue

Q KEY INSIGHT

Reviewers often score dozens of applications in compressed timeframes. Proposals that are easy to
navigate and clearly aligned to scoring criteria have a significant advantage.

Evidence Expectations

Strong proposals are grounded in evidence. Consider incorporating research supporting the model, prior
implementation results, evidence from comparable programs, and data linking activities to outcomes. Avoid
unsupported claims or overly broad statements.

Artificial Intelligence and Proposal Development

A growing number of funders view proposals that read as Al-generated unfavorably, and some agencies have
signaled they will not award applications that appear machine-written. Use AI only to support your own thinking,
never to write the proposal itself, and ensure the final application reflects your organization's voice, expertise,
and evidence. Used carefully, AI can support outlining, organizing and summarizing your own source material,
and compliance review. However:

verify all citations and data

confirm alignment to the solicitation

avoid generic Al-generated language

ensure final content reflects organizational expertise

External Review

Before submission, and as time permits, ask one or two trusted reviewers from outside the proposal team to
read a near-final draft with fresh eyes — a light, big-picture read for clarity and persuasiveness. The detailed
quality-control check happens in the final review and submission.

15
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Budget Development: Alighing Costs to Strategy

Your budget should tell the same story as the rest of the proposal. Reviewers should be able to see a clear
connection between activities, staffing, timelines, and costs. Costs should be:

reasonable
allowable

clearly justified
aligned to activities

Strong budgets reinforce credibility; weak budgets create implementation concerns. Most proposal budgets
include a mix of direct and indirect costs.

Note: Budgets take time and usually keep changing until the deadline as personnel are finalized and partners
are confirmed — treat this as an evolving working document, not a one-time exercise. For federal applications,
budget forms typically come from the family.

CATEGORY TYPICAL COSTS

Personnel Salaries and wages

Fringe Benefits Healthcare, retirement, payroll taxes

Travel Transportation, lodging, and per diem

Equipment High-cost tangible assets

Supplies Consumable materials and program supplies
Contractual Consultants, vendors, evaluators

Other Direct Costs Facility rental, participant support, background checks
Indirect Costs Administrative and operational overhead

16
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¢ ToOL
Budget Alignment Checklist

Before finalizing the budget, ask yourself:

REVIEW QUESTION WHAT REVIEWERS EXPECT

Do staffing costs align to activities? Clear connection between personnel and implementation
Are costs reasonable? Realistic market-based assumptions

Is the timeline reflected in expenditures? Gradual startup and ramp-up

Are partner allocations clear? Defined responsibilities and oversight

Are calculations defensible? Transparent assumptions and formulas

Indirect Costs

Indirect costs are one of the most misunderstood parts of grant budgeting. Before applying an indirect cost rate,
review the funder's guidance carefully. Many federal programs allow a negotiated indirect cost rate or the de
minimis rate (if permitted), commonly applied to Modified Total Direct Costs (MTDC). Always verify the specific
solicitation guidance.

Common MTDC exclusions — typically excluded from MTDC calculations are:

capital expenditures tuition assistance equipment

participant support costs large subawards exceeding the allowable threshold

Cost Share and Match Requirements

Match requirements can affect both competitiveness and long-term feasibility. Confirm that any proposed
match is realistic and sustainable before committing to it. Some opportunities require applicants to contribute
matching funds or cost share.

MATCH TYPE EXAMPLES

Cash Match Organizational funds
In-Kind Match Donated services, facilities, equipment
Third-Party Match Contributions from external partners

If match is not required, organizations often reference external investments as “leveraged resources” rather than
formally committing them as match. This reduces reporting burden and compliance risk.

17
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Budgeting for Partnerships

When partners receive funding through subawards or contracts, the lead applicant remains responsible for
oversight and compliance. If partners will receive funding through the award, budgeting decisions should reflect
their roles and responsibilities.

QUESTION WHY IT MATTERS

Are partner roles clearly defined? Prevents duplication and ambiguity
Are allocations proportional to responsibilities? Strengthens budget credibility

Are subaward requirements addressed? Reduces compliance risk

Are monitoring processes defined? Demonstrates fiscal oversight

Common Budget Red Flags
Reviewers often look for inconsistencies between the narrative and budget. Common concerns include:

RED FLAG REVIEWER CONCERN

Personnel disconnected from activities Weak implementation alignment
Unsupported consultant costs Budget inflation concerns

Year 1 budget front-loaded beyond startup capacity Startup feasibility concerns
Missing match documentation Compliance risk

Travel not tied to activities Weak justification

Indirect costs incorrectly applied Technical compliance issue

Q KEY INSIGHT

Reviewers often use the budget narrative to verify whether the project design is operationally realistic.

Inconsistencies between the narrative, staffing plan, timeline, and budget frequently reduce reviewer
confidence.

Writing Strong Budget Narratives
Strong budget narratives explain how costs were calculated, connect expenditures to activities, justify staffing
levels, clarify assumptions, and demonstrate fiscal stewardship.

A weak justification reads “Travel cost for conferences.” A strong
justification reads “Travel supports required annual convenings for four project staff to participate in
technical assistance and federal reporting activities.”

18
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Budget Development & Alignment Template
Use the linked Budget Development & Alighment Template to:

calculate personnel and fringe costs
organize multi-year budgets

apply indirect costs correctly
document assumptions

align expenditures to project activities

*  Tip: Develop the budget alongside the implementation plan rather than after the narrative is complete.

SECTION VIII.

M Implementation Plan: Demonstrating Readiness to Execute

Reviewers want confidence that you can execute the work you're proposing. The implementation plan shows
how activities, staffing, partnerships, and performance management come together in practice —
demonstrating operational readiness, leadership capacity, staffing alignment, realistic sequencing, and
monitoring systems.

Note: Many grants require specific personnel to be named — with defined roles and qualifications, and
sometimes hired or committed before award. Identify these requirements in the NOFO and reflect them here.
This project personnel may overlap with, but is distinct from, your proposal team (Section III).

EXAMPLE — DESCRIBING IMPLEMENTATION READINESS Instead of “We will hire staff and begin the
program,” name the structure and sequence: “The project will be led by a Project Director (1.0 FTE, hired
by Month 1) reporting to the Executive Director, supported by two Program Coordinators (Months 1-2)
and a 0.25 FTE Data Lead. A startup phase in Months 1-3 covers hiring, partner onboarding, and systems
setup before services begin in Month 4; an organizational chart in the appendix shows reporting lines and
decision authority.” Concrete roles, FTEs, timing, and a startup phase signal that the organization can
realistically execute.

19


https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1m93r2CjOl4fr7bZ6mKEieRLRMGHSzq1G/edit?gid=60422869#gid=60422869

CR

Management Structure

Reviewers want to understand who will lead the work, how decisions will be made, and how implementation will
be coordinated.

MANAGEMENT ELEMENT REVIEWER EXPECTATION

Project Leadership Qualified oversight and accountability
Defined Roles Clear ownership of major functions
Partner Coordination Structured collaboration processes
Reporting Structure Defined supervision and communication

Staffing Plan Components

COMPONENT WHAT REVIEWERS LOOK FOR

Named leadership Relevant expertise and experience
FTE allocations Realistic level of effort

Existing vs. new staff Feasible hiring assumptions
Partner staffing Integration across organizations

QO KEY INSIGHT

Ambiguous staffing structures create implementation concerns. Reviewers look for clear operational
ownership across major project functions.

20
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Implementation Timeline
A strong timeline shows not only what will happen, but when and in what sequence. Many proposals include a
Gantt chart or similar visual to illustrate sequencing. See the example below.

Project Timeline

Week 1 Week 2 Week 3 Week 4 Week 5 Week 6 Week 7 Week 8
Define Objectives
Identify Stakeholders
Create Project Plan
Market Research
Data Collection
Needs Analysis
Develop Solutions
Draft Deliverables
Review & Feedback
Execute Plan
Monitor Progress
Adjust as Needed
Finalize Deliverables
Evaluation

Project Close

PHASES Planning Research @ Development @ Implementation @ Closeout

Strong timelines demonstrate realistic startup sequencing, achievable pacing, coordination across partners, and
alignment to reporting requirements.

Timeline Elements

TIMELINE ELEMENT PURPOSE

Milestones Demonstrates progress checkpoints
Deliverables Defines expected outputs

Sequencing Shows operational logic

Ramp-Up Periods Reflects realistic hiring and procurement
Reporting Deadlines Aligns to funder expectations

21
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Common Timeline Problems

Activities begin immediately without startup time Unrealistic implementation
Missing dependencies Weak operational planning
No partner coordination milestones Governance concerns

Performance Monitoring and Reporting

Strong monitoring systems do more than satisfy reporting requirements. They help organizations track progress
and make course corrections throughout implementation. Strong monitoring systems explain how progress will
be tracked, who reviews performance data, how data informs improvement, and how required reports will be
completed.

REPORTING COMPONENT PURPOSE

Data Collection Tracks implementation and outcomes

Internal Review Supports continuous improvement

Performance Monitoring Measures progress toward goals

Funder Reporting Demonstrates compliance and accountability
# TooOL

Operational Readiness Indicators
Reviewers may also look for evidence that foundational systems and processes are already in place.
Consider whether your organization already has:

financial management systems
procurement procedures

staffing infrastructure

partnership governance

data management capacity

prior grant management experience

When these systems are still developing, explain what systems will be established, implementation
timelines, and external support or technical assistance being utilized.

22
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Final Review and Submission

Few proposals are perfect after the first draft. Building time for review and revision can strengthen clarity,
improve alignment, and reduce submission risk. We recommend planning for more than one round of review —
an initial substantive review with time to revise, followed by a quality-control check — rather than a single pass
before submission.

# TOOL
Final Proposal Review Checklist

Use the checklist below to conduct a final quality-control review before submission.

REVIEW AREA FINAL VALIDATION QUESTIONS

Narrative Alignment Do strategies, metrics, staffing, and budget align?
Compliance Are all requirements addressed exactly as requested?
Formatting Are page limits, fonts, and attachment rules followed?
Budget Accuracy Do totals and calculations reconcile?

Attachments Are all required forms included?

Submission Readiness Has the upload process been tested?

Pre-Submission Risk Review

COMMON ISSUE PREVENTION STRATEGY

Missing attachments Use submission checklist
Inconsistent numbers Cross-check narrative and budget
Formatting violations Conduct compliance review

Portal submission failures Submit early

Unclear partner commitments Confirm documentation in advance

23
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Recommended Final Submission Timeline
Building in time for review and troubleshooting can reduce last-minute stress and improve submission quality.

TIME BEFORE DEADLINE PRIORITY TASK

2-3 Weeks External review and revisions

1 Week Final budget and attachment validation
2-3 Days Upload and submission testing

24-48 Hours Final submission

Q KEY INSIGHT

The final days before submission should focus on compliance validation and quality control — not major

narrative drafting. Strong proposal teams complete core writing early enough to allow time for structured
review and refinement.

Next Steps

Completing a proposal is an important step in the grant lifecycle. The work you've done to align strategy,
develop budgets, clarify roles, and plan for implementation will continue to strengthen your organization's
readiness and competitiveness. After submission, use CFA's Post-Submission Strategy Guide to prepare for
activities between proposal submission and award notification.

COMMUNITY
FUNDING
ACCELERATOR

How CFA Can Help

The Community Funding Accelerator (CFA) works with organizations, coalitions, and public

agencies across the grant lifecycle, from early opportunity assessment through
implementation readiness. We offer strategic guidance, structured tools, and, for a select
set of opportunities, hands-on technical assistance.

communityfundingaccelerator.org

24
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COMMUNITY
FUNDING
ACCELERATOR

Grant Writing Builder

Check out this tool — walk through 11 sections to build a complete proposal
package, including a backward-planned timeline, theory of change, metrics table,
narrative drafts, budget justification, and implementation plan ready to adapt into
your final application.

Open the interactive tool


https://www.cfa-tools.org/tool-2

COMMUNITY
FUNDING
ACCELERATOR

/]

GRANT READINESS TOOLKIT

Supporting communities across the full grant lifecycle — from opportunity assessment
through implementation readiness.

communityfundingaccelerator.org


http://communityfundingaccelerator.org/
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	This guide is complemented by the Pre-Application Readiness Guide (assessing the opportunity) and the Post- Submission Strategy Guide (post-submission readiness and award preparation). Use this guide to develop competitive, well-organized proposals — Step 2 of the Grant Readiness Cycle. It can help your organization align strategy, budgets, staffing, evaluation, and implementation plans throughout the proposal development process.
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	SECTION II. Grant Basics: Federal, State, and Philanthropic Funding
	Once you decide to pursue an opportunity, explore the submission systems, review processes, and compliance expectations tied to the application. Every opportunity has its own requirements, timelines, and expectations; understanding them early helps you avoid surprises later. Before drafting begins, confirm:
	➤   Registration requirements ➤   Submission platform access ➤   Required attachments ➤   Formatting rules
	➤   Required forms ➤   Submission deadlines and internal approval timelines
	This step is important; failure to meet administrative requirements can disqualify an otherwise competitive proposal.


	Funding Type Comparison
	Not all funding opportunities operate the same way. Understanding the differences between federal, state, and philanthropic funding can help you anticipate requirements and determine where your organization is best positioned to compete.
	FUNDING TYPE

	Federal Grants
	State Grants
	Philanthropic Grants
	COMMON REQUIREMENTS
	SAM.gov registration, UEI, Grants.gov or agency portals, strict formatting
	State vendor registration, procurement systems, state-specific forms
	Foundation portals, LOIs, flexible formatting
	PRACTICAL CONSIDERATIONS

	Longer timelines, detailed narratives, higher compliance burden
	Requirements vary significantly by state
	Greater emphasis on mission alignment and relationships
	Common Startup Tasks Many application delays stem from administrative requirements rather than proposal content. Use the table below to identify common startup tasks before drafting begins. Two terms are worth defining: prequalification is a funder's process for approving organizations as eligible to apply before they submit a full application (common for state programs); standard budget forms are funder-required budget templates that must be completed in a set format — for federal applications, usually the SF-424 family.
	TASK


	Portal Registration
	Unique Entity ID (UEI)
	Prequalification
	Letters of Inquiry
	Standard Budget Forms
	FEDERAL
	Required
	Required
	Sometimes
	Rare
	Required
	STATE

	Often Required
	Sometimes Required
	Common
	Rare
	Usually Required
	PHILANTHROPIC

	Usually Required
	Rare
	Rare
	Common
	Varies
	KEY INSIGHT

	Submission systems often contain additional required fields or attachments not clearly described in the funding notice. Build time for:
	➤   platform troubleshooting  ➤   internal approvals  ➤   attachment validation  ➤   upload errors ➤   final compliance review
	Plan to submit at least 48 hours before the deadline.

	III

	SECTION III. Proposal Activation: Building the Proposal Team
	Strong proposals are usually built by coordinated teams rather than a single writer.
	Core Proposal Team Before you begin drafting, consider who will contribute content, review materials, make decisions, and manage the overall process. Note that this is your core proposal team — the people who develop and submit the application. It is distinct from the project personnel you propose to deliver the funded work, whom the NOFO may require by role, title, or qualification. The two often overlap (e.g., a Program Lead may also be named project staff), but confirm which personnel the NOFO requires and their required qualifications.
	ROLE
	Proposal Lead
	Program Lead
	Budget/Finance Lead
	Data/Evaluation Lead
	Administrative Lead
	Principal Investigator (PI)
	PRIMARY RESPONSIBILITY
	Oversees timeline, drafting coordination, and final integration
	Defines strategies, activities, and implementation approach
	Develops budget and cost assumptions
	Defines metrics, outcomes, and reporting approach
	Manages formatting, attachments, and submission compliance
	Required for many research grants (e.g., NSF); the named lead responsible for the project's scientific/technical direction and credentials. May be distinct from the Proposal Lead.


	Note: In smaller organizations, one individual may serve multiple functions. Research grants often require a named Principal Investigator (and sometimes Co-PIs) with specific qualifications. Confirm the funder's requirements early, as these roles can take time to formalize.
	TOOL
	Partner Engagement Checklist If you're applying with partners, invest time upfront to align on roles, expectations, and decision-making. These conversations are often much easier before proposal deadlines begin to compress timelines.
	DISCUSSION AREA
	QUESTIONS TO RESOLVE EARLY


	Scope
	What role will each partner play?

	Deliverables
	What outputs or services will each organization provide?

	Staffing
	Who will participate and at what level of effort?

	Data
	What data-sharing agreements are required?

	Budget
	How will funds be allocated across partners?

	Governance
	Who has decision-making authority?

	Review Process
	Who approves final content and timelines?
	Partnership Documentation As partner roles become clearer, confirm what documentation the funding opportunity requires. Different funders may expect different levels of commitment and formalization.
	DOCUMENT TYPE
	PRIMARY PURPOSE


	Letter of Support
	Endorses the project concept

	Letter of Commitment
	Confirms defined contributions

	Memorandum of Understanding (MOU)
	Documents roles, responsibilities, and coordination
	Common Partnership Pitfalls Even strong partnerships can create challenges if expectations are not clarified early. Common pitfalls include:
	PITFALL
	RISK TO PROPOSAL

	Vague partner roles
	Reviewers question implementation credibility

	Late partner engagement
	Delays budgets and attachments

	Undefined governance
	Creates accountability concerns

	Unconfirmed match contributions
	Compliance risk

	Inconsistent narratives across partners
	Weakens proposal cohesion


	IV

	SECTION IV. Managing Proposal Development
	Even teams with strong project ideas can struggle if proposal development is poorly coordinated. Clear ownership, realistic timelines, and structured review processes can help keep teams aligned throughout the process.
	Proposal Development Workflow
	PHASE
	Startup
	Design
	Drafting
	Review
	Finalization
	PRIMARY ACTIVITIES
	Review solicitation, assign roles, confirm partners
	Develop Theory of Change, strategies, metrics, and budget assumptions
	Write narrative sections and compile attachments
	Conduct leadership, compliance, and partner review
	Validate formatting, uploads, signatures, and submission


	Proposal Management Practices that Reduce Risks The following practices can help reduce common proposal development challenges and keep teams aligned.
	PRACTICE
	BENEFIT


	Shared document repository
	Reduces version control problems

	Weekly status meetings
	Keeps drafting aligned

	Defined section owners
	Improves accountability

	Internal deadlines before funder deadline
	Creates revision time

	Compliance checklist
	Reduces submission errors
	KEY INSIGHT

	Many proposals fail because of coordination breakdowns rather than weak ideas. The strongest teams manage proposal development like a short-term project with defined owners, milestones, and review cycles.
	TOOL

	Proposal Development Workplan Use the linked Federal Grant Workplan Template to:
	assign section ownership track drafting progress monitor deadlines organize partner contributions manage review cycles
	Note: Proposal development is iterative — expect multiple drafts and rounds of feedback. Build backward from the submission deadline to include core narrative & budget completion, a mid-point review with time to revise, leadership approval, final and legal/compliance review, partner review, upload validation, and a final submission buffer.

	SECTION V. Theory of Change: Building a Coherent Project Design
	Before drafting begins, take time to map out how your proposed activities will lead to meaningful outcomes. A Theory of Change can help create alignment across your narrative, staffing plan, budget, and evaluation approach. To identify the primary challenge and priority areas your Theory of Change should address, start from the NOFO's Program Objectives and Scoring Criteria — these show what the funder is trying to achieve and how proposals will be evaluated. Weak proposals often contain disconnected activities, unclear outcomes, or metrics that do not align to the proposed work.
	Core Theory of Change Components
	A strong Theory of Change helps connect the problem you are trying to solve with the activities, outcomes, and metrics proposed in the application.
	Need/Problem
	Inputs/Resources
	Strategies
	Activities
	Outputs
	Outcomes
	Defines the gap or challenge
	Identifies assets supporting implementation
	High-level approaches used to address the problem
	Specific actions supporting each strategy
	Quantifiable implementation measures
	Measurable changes expected during the grant period
	Recommended practice: Complete the Theory of Change before drafting the narrative and budget.


	Sample Theory of Change The example below illustrates how resources and strategies connect through outputs to short-, mid-, and long-term outcomes for an industry-informed student training initiative.

	Theory of Change
	How program inputs translate to measurable outcomes
	RESOURCES
	STRATEGIES
	SHORT-TERM OUTCOMES
	MID-TERM OUTCOMES
	LONG-TERM OUTCOMES

	Classroom materials
	Science specialists
	K–12 science teachers
	Industry stakeholders to inform program alignment
	Conduct industry- informed student training programs
	Convene industry stakeholders for continuous input on programs
	Incorporate student outreach and engagement early and often
	Student training sessions provided
	Teachers adopting updated program materials
	Career awareness + engagement activities for students
	Field trips provided for students
	Industry-recognized credential programs provided
	Registered pre- apprenticeships offered
	Students demonstrating interest in training programs
	Students enrolled in training programs
	Increased student engagement in learning activities
	Demonstrated career- readiness skill development
	Retention rate of enrolled students
	Increase in students interested
	Increase in student enrollment
	Expansion rate of training programs
	Participation rate of industry stakeholders
	Student completion rate
	Increase in entry into apprenticeship programs
	Trainee interview and job-placement rate
	CFA Grant Readiness Toolkit
	|  Grant Writing Guide
	Note: This is an illustrative sample. Populate each column with the resources, strategies, outputs, and outcomes specific to your own project and aligned to the NOFO's scoring criteria.
	Building Strong Strategies One common challenge in proposal development is trying to do too much. Focus on a small number of well- defined strategies that clearly connect to your desired outcomes. Organize activities under a small number of major strategies rather than listing disconnected tasks.
	WEAK APPROACH


	Long lists of activities
	Generic interventions
	Unclear connection to outcomes
	STRONG APPROACH
	Activities grouped under strategic priorities
	Clearly defined implementation model
	Direct alignment between strategy and metrics
	EXAMPLE — STRATEGY STRUCTURE
	STRATEGY
	SAMPLE ACTIVITIES


	Professional Development
	Training sessions, coaching, curriculum alignment

	Student Support Services
	Tutoring, advising, mentoring

	Systems Improvement
	Data system integration, process redesign
	SAMPLE OUTPUTS

	Number of educators trained
	Number of students served
	New systems implemented
	Developing Performance Metrics As you develop performance metrics, focus on measures that are meaningful, realistic, and directly influenced by the proposed work. Aim for a focused set — often about 5–8 metrics — rather than tracking everything. Some federal programs also require GPRA metrics — standardized measures tied to the Government Performance and Results Act that agencies report to Congress (for example, cost per participant). Check your NOFO for any you must include.
	METRIC TYPE


	Output Metric
	Outcome Metric
	Implementation Metric
	Government Performance and Results Act (GPRA) Metric
	EXAMPLE
	Number of participants served
	Percentage increase in credential attainment
	Percentage of activities completed on schedule
	Cost per participant
	Common Metrics Problems As you develop performance measures, watch for common pitfalls that can weaken proposal credibility.
	ISSUE


	Metrics not tied to activities
	No baseline data
	Overly ambitious targets
	Too many metrics
	WHY IT CREATES RISK
	Weakens credibility
	Makes targets difficult to evaluate
	Signals unrealistic planning
	Creates reporting burden
	KEY INSIGHT

	Reviewers look for alignment between:
	➤   identified need  ➤   proposed strategy  ➤   planned activities  ➤   budget ➤   staffing ➤   performance metrics
	Misalignment across these areas is one of the most common proposal weaknesses.
	Data Sources Frequently Used in Competitive Proposals Data helps demonstrate need, support your approach, and strengthen competitiveness. Use recent local data where possible, comparative data to show disparities, and trend data to convey urgency.
	DATA SOURCE TYPE


	Demographic Data
	Education Data
	Workforce Data
	Economic Data
	Research & Evidence
	EXAMPLES

	U.S. Census Bureau
	NCES, State Education Agencies

	Bureau of Labor Statistics
	Bureau of Economic Analysis
	J-PAL, Results for America, Campbell Collaboration
	TOOL
	Theory of Change & Metrics Builder Use the linked Theory of Change & Metrics Builder to:
	➤   organize strategies and activities ➤   align metrics to outcomes ➤   identify gaps in logic ➤   develop implementation coherence ➤   prepare logic models and evaluation frameworks

	VI

	SECTION VI. Proposal Narrative: Translating Strategy into a Competitive Application
	Your narrative is where strategy, evidence, and implementation come together. As you draft, ensure the proposal reflects the funder's priorities, evaluation criteria, and your Theory of Change. Strong narratives are clear, evidence-based, and easy for reviewers to navigate quickly.
	What Reviewers Are Actually Looking For
	While every funding opportunity is different, reviewers are typically looking for clear answers to a common set of questions.
	SECTION

	Needs Statement
	Project Design
	Implementation Plan
	Evaluation
	Budget
	Sustainability
	REVIEWER QUESTION
	Is the problem real, documented, and important?
	Will this approach realistically address the problem?
	Can this organization execute the work?
	Will outcomes be measured credibly?
	Are costs reasonable and aligned?
	Will the impact continue after funding?


	The Needs Statement A strong needs statement helps reviewers understand both the problem and why your organization is well positioned to address it. Incorporating the following elements can support that endeavor.
	ELEMENT
	PURPOSE


	Local data
	Demonstrates relevance

	Comparative data
	Shows disparities or gaps

	Trend data
	Demonstrates urgency

	Root causes
	Explains why the issue exists

	Consequences of inaction
	Establishes importance
	EXAMPLE — NEEDS STATEMENT Only 18% of students are proficient in mathematics compared to 34% statewide. District analysis identified limited access to advanced coursework and insufficient teacher preparation as contributing factors. Without intervention, the district projects continued declines in college readiness indicators.
	Communicating Strategies As you describe your approach, help reviewers understand not only what you plan to do, but why it is likely to work. Strong proposals typically:
	1.   define the problem 2.   explain the intervention 3.   connect activities to outcomes  4.   demonstrate feasibility
	SECTION COMPONENT


	Problem/Gap
	Intervention
	Evidence Base
	Outcomes
	PURPOSE
	Establishes why the strategy is needed using data
	Explains what will occur and will be different compared to the current state
	Demonstrates credibility
	Defines expected results
	Proposal Writing Practices that Improve Review Scores Small writing choices can have a significant impact on readability and reviewer experience.
	PRACTICE


	Use headings aligned to scoring criteria
	Mirror funder terminology
	Use tables and visuals strategically
	Use active voice
	Keep paragraphs focused
	BENEFIT
	Helps reviewers navigate
	Signals alignment
	Improves readability
	Strengthens clarity
	Reduces reviewer fatigue
	KEY INSIGHT

	Reviewers often score dozens of applications in compressed timeframes. Proposals that are easy to navigate and clearly aligned to scoring criteria have a significant advantage.
	Evidence Expectations Strong proposals are grounded in evidence. Consider incorporating research supporting the model, prior implementation results, evidence from comparable programs, and data linking activities to outcomes. Avoid unsupported claims or overly broad statements.
	Artificial Intelligence and Proposal Development A growing number of funders view proposals that read as AI-generated unfavorably, and some agencies have signaled they will not award applications that appear machine-written. Use AI only to support your own thinking, never to write the proposal itself, and ensure the final application reflects your organization's voice, expertise, and evidence. Used carefully, AI can support outlining, organizing and summarizing your own source material, and compliance review. However:
	➤   verify all citations and data ➤   confirm alignment to the solicitation ➤   avoid generic AI-generated language ➤   ensure final content reflects organizational expertise
	External Review Before submission, and as time permits, ask one or two trusted reviewers from outside the proposal team to read a near-final draft with fresh eyes — a light, big-picture read for clarity and persuasiveness. The detailed quality-control check happens in the final review and submission.
	VII

	SECTION VII. Budget Development: Aligning Costs to Strategy
	Your budget should tell the same story as the rest of the proposal. Reviewers should be able to see a clear connection between activities, staffing, timelines, and costs. Costs should be:
	➤   reasonable  ➤   allowable ➤   clearly justified  ➤   aligned to activities
	Strong budgets reinforce credibility; weak budgets create implementation concerns. Most proposal budgets include a mix of direct and indirect costs.
	Note: Budgets take time and usually keep changing until the deadline as personnel are finalized and partners are confirmed — treat this as an evolving working document, not a one-time exercise. For federal applications, budget forms typically come from the SF-424 family.
	CATEGORY
	Personnel
	Fringe Benefits
	Travel
	Equipment
	Supplies
	Contractual
	Other Direct Costs
	Indirect Costs
	TYPICAL COSTS
	Salaries and wages
	Healthcare, retirement, payroll taxes
	Transportation, lodging, and per diem
	High-cost tangible assets
	Consumable materials and program supplies
	Consultants, vendors, evaluators
	Facility rental, participant support, background checks
	Administrative and operational overhead


	TOOL
	Budget Alignment Checklist Before finalizing the budget, ask yourself:
	REVIEW QUESTION


	Do staffing costs align to activities?
	Are costs reasonable?
	Is the timeline reflected in expenditures?
	Are partner allocations clear?
	Are calculations defensible?
	WHAT REVIEWERS EXPECT
	Clear connection between personnel and implementation
	Realistic market-based assumptions
	Gradual startup and ramp-up
	Defined responsibilities and oversight
	Transparent assumptions and formulas
	Indirect Costs Indirect costs are one of the most misunderstood parts of grant budgeting. Before applying an indirect cost rate, review the funder's guidance carefully. Many federal programs allow a negotiated indirect cost rate or the de minimis rate (if permitted), commonly applied to Modified Total Direct Costs (MTDC). Always verify the specific solicitation guidance. Common MTDC exclusions — typically excluded from MTDC calculations are:
	capital expenditures participant support costs
	tuition assistance  large subawards exceeding the allowable threshold
	equipment
	Cost Share and Match Requirements Match requirements can affect both competitiveness and long-term feasibility. Confirm that any proposed match is realistic and sustainable before committing to it. Some opportunities require applicants to contribute matching funds or cost share.
	MATCH TYPE


	Cash Match
	In-Kind Match
	Third-Party Match
	EXAMPLES
	Organizational funds
	Donated services, facilities, equipment
	Contributions from external partners
	If match is not required, organizations often reference external investments as “leveraged resources” rather than formally committing them as match. This reduces reporting burden and compliance risk.
	Budgeting for Partnerships When partners receive funding through subawards or contracts, the lead applicant remains responsible for oversight and compliance. If partners will receive funding through the award, budgeting decisions should reflect their roles and responsibilities.
	QUESTION


	Are partner roles clearly defined?
	Are allocations proportional to responsibilities?
	Are subaward requirements addressed?
	Are monitoring processes defined?
	WHY IT MATTERS
	Prevents duplication and ambiguity
	Strengthens budget credibility
	Reduces compliance risk
	Demonstrates fiscal oversight
	Common Budget Red Flags Reviewers often look for inconsistencies between the narrative and budget. Common concerns include:
	RED FLAG
	REVIEWER CONCERN


	Personnel disconnected from activities
	Weak implementation alignment

	Unsupported consultant costs
	Budget inflation concerns

	Year 1 budget front-loaded beyond startup capacity
	Startup feasibility concerns

	Missing match documentation
	Compliance risk

	Travel not tied to activities
	Weak justification

	Indirect costs incorrectly applied
	Technical compliance issue
	KEY INSIGHT

	Reviewers often use the budget narrative to verify whether the project design is operationally realistic. Inconsistencies between the narrative, staffing plan, timeline, and budget frequently reduce reviewer confidence.
	Writing Strong Budget Narratives Strong budget narratives explain how costs were calculated, connect expenditures to activities, justify staffing levels, clarify assumptions, and demonstrate fiscal stewardship.
	EXAMPLE — BUDGET JUSTIFICATION A weak justification reads “Travel cost for conferences.” A strong justification reads “Travel supports required annual convenings for four project staff to participate in technical assistance and federal reporting activities.”
	TOOL
	Budget Development & Alignment Template Use the linked Budget Development & Alignment Template to:
	➤   calculate personnel and fringe costs  ➤   organize multi-year budgets ➤   apply indirect costs correctly  ➤   document assumptions ➤   align expenditures to project activities
	Tip: Develop the budget alongside the implementation plan rather than after the narrative is complete.


	VIII

	SECTION VIII. Implementation Plan: Demonstrating Readiness to Execute
	Reviewers want confidence that you can execute the work you're proposing. The implementation plan shows how activities, staffing, partnerships, and performance management come together in practice — demonstrating operational readiness, leadership capacity, staffing alignment, realistic sequencing, and monitoring systems.
	Note: Many grants require specific personnel to be named — with defined roles and qualifications, and sometimes hired or committed before award. Identify these requirements in the NOFO and reflect them here. This project personnel may overlap with, but is distinct from, your proposal team (Section III).
	EXAMPLE — DESCRIBING IMPLEMENTATION READINESS Instead of “We will hire staff and begin the program,” name the structure and sequence: “The project will be led by a Project Director (1.0 FTE, hired by Month 1) reporting to the Executive Director, supported by two Program Coordinators (Months 1–2) and a 0.25 FTE Data Lead. A startup phase in Months 1–3 covers hiring, partner onboarding, and systems setup before services begin in Month 4; an organizational chart in the appendix shows reporting lines and decision authority.” Concrete roles, FTEs, timing, and a startup phase signal that the organization can realistically execute.
	Management Structure
	Reviewers want to understand who will lead the work, how decisions will be made, and how implementation will be coordinated.


	VIII
	MANAGEMENT ELEMENT
	Project Leadership
	Defined Roles
	Partner Coordination
	Reporting Structure
	REVIEWER EXPECTATION
	Qualified oversight and accountability
	Clear ownership of major functions
	Structured collaboration processes
	Defined supervision and communication

	Staffing Plan Components
	COMPONENT
	Named leadership
	FTE allocations
	Existing vs. new staff
	Partner staffing
	WHAT REVIEWERS LOOK FOR
	Relevant expertise and experience
	Realistic level of effort
	Feasible hiring assumptions
	Integration across organizations
	KEY INSIGHT


	Ambiguous staffing structures create implementation concerns. Reviewers look for clear operational ownership across major project functions.
	Implementation Timeline A strong timeline shows not only what will happen, but when and in what sequence. Many proposals include a Gantt chart or similar visual to illustrate sequencing. See the example below.



	Project Timeline
	Week 1
	Week 2
	Week 3
	Week 4
	Week 5
	Week 6
	Week 7
	Week 8
	Define Objectives
	Identify Stakeholders
	Create Project Plan
	Market Research
	Data Collection
	Needs Analysis
	Develop Solutions
	Draft Deliverables
	Review & Feedback
	Execute Plan
	Monitor Progress
	Adjust as Needed
	Finalize Deliverables
	Evaluation
	Project Close
	PHASES
	Strong timelines demonstrate realistic startup sequencing, achievable pacing, coordination across partners, and alignment to reporting requirements.
	Timeline Elements
	TIMELINE ELEMENT
	Milestones
	Deliverables
	Sequencing
	Ramp-Up Periods
	Reporting Deadlines
	PURPOSE
	Demonstrates progress checkpoints
	Defines expected outputs
	Shows operational logic
	Reflects realistic hiring and procurement
	Aligns to funder expectations



	Common Timeline Problems
	ISSUE
	REVIEWER CONCERN
	Activities begin immediately without startup time
	Unrealistic implementation

	Missing dependencies
	Weak operational planning

	No partner coordination milestones
	Governance concerns
	Performance Monitoring and Reporting Strong monitoring systems do more than satisfy reporting requirements. They help organizations track progress and make course corrections throughout implementation. Strong monitoring systems explain how progress will be tracked, who reviews performance data, how data informs improvement, and how required reports will be completed.
	REPORTING COMPONENT


	Data Collection
	Internal Review
	Performance Monitoring
	Funder Reporting
	PURPOSE
	Tracks implementation and outcomes
	Supports continuous improvement
	Measures progress toward goals
	Demonstrates compliance and accountability
	TOOL

	Operational Readiness Indicators Reviewers may also look for evidence that foundational systems and processes are already in place. Consider whether your organization already has:
	➤   financial management systems  ➤   procurement procedures ➤   staffing infrastructure ➤   partnership governance ➤   data management capacity ➤   prior grant management experience
	When these systems are still developing, explain what systems will be established, implementation timelines, and external support or technical assistance being utilized.

	IX

	SECTION IX. Final Review and Submission
	Few proposals are perfect after the first draft. Building time for review and revision can strengthen clarity, improve alignment, and reduce submission risk. We recommend planning for more than one round of review — an initial substantive review with time to revise, followed by a quality-control check — rather than a single pass before submission.
	TOOL

	Final Proposal Review Checklist Use the checklist below to conduct a final quality-control review before submission.
	REVIEW AREA
	FINAL VALIDATION QUESTIONS

	Narrative Alignment
	Do strategies, metrics, staffing, and budget align?

	Compliance
	Are all requirements addressed exactly as requested?

	Formatting
	Are page limits, fonts, and attachment rules followed?

	Budget Accuracy
	Do totals and calculations reconcile?

	Attachments
	Are all required forms included?

	Submission Readiness
	Has the upload process been tested?

	Pre-Submission Risk Review
	COMMON ISSUE
	Missing attachments
	Inconsistent numbers
	Formatting violations
	Portal submission failures
	Unclear partner commitments
	PREVENTION STRATEGY
	Use submission checklist
	Cross-check narrative and budget
	Conduct compliance review
	Submit early
	Confirm documentation in advance

	Recommended Final Submission Timeline Building in time for review and troubleshooting can reduce last-minute stress and improve submission quality.
	TIME BEFORE DEADLINE


	2–3 Weeks
	1 Week
	2–3 Days
	24–48 Hours
	PRIORITY TASK
	External review and revisions
	Final budget and attachment validation
	Upload and submission testing
	Final submission
	KEY INSIGHT


	The final days before submission should focus on compliance validation and quality control — not major narrative drafting. Strong proposal teams complete core writing early enough to allow time for structured review and refinement.
	SECTION X. Next Steps
	Completing a proposal is an important step in the grant lifecycle. The work you've done to align strategy, develop budgets, clarify roles, and plan for implementation will continue to strengthen your organization's readiness and competitiveness. After submission, use CFA's Post-Submission Strategy Guide to prepare for activities between proposal submission and award notification.


	How CFA Can Help
	The Community Funding Accelerator (CFA) works with organizations, coalitions, and public agencies across the grant lifecycle, from early opportunity assessment through implementation readiness. We offer strategic guidance, structured tools, and, for a select set of opportunities, hands-on technical assistance. communityfundingaccelerator.org

	INTERACTIVE TOOL Grant Writing Builder
	Open the interactive tool

	communityfundingaccelerator.org
	Supporting communities across the full grant lifecycle — from opportunity assessment through implementation readiness.


