
O C T O B E R  1 1 ,  2 0 2 4

Pitch Perfect
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 E SSICA V E N 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.



 Craft proposals that inform and persuade

 Position your research as a solution to needs and priorities

 Create compelling oral and written narratives
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OMG, another training? On a Friday??
P I TC H P E R FECT:  H O W  TO  CA PT I VAT E FU N D ERS
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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.
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I’m a researcher, not a salesperson…
P I TC HING YOU R  R E SE ARCH AC ROSS T H E  G R A NT  L I FECYC LE

Colleagues
Collaborators

Leadership

Research 
Development

Conferences
PO Meetings

Abstracts

Pre-Proposal
Proposal

Partners
Future Sponsors

P&T

Team / Students
Sites

Participants

Sirt Visit
Oral Present.

IRB



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

13

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 
program 
officers and 
reviewers are 
human …
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But… I’m brilliant!
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RO LE  O F P ROGRA M O FFI C E RS

Identify emerging areas 
for support

Encourage competitive 
applications

Recruit reviewers, 
manage review panels

Work with potential, 
current, former grantees
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NIH Review Panel, 1950s
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NIH Review Panel, 2010s



But… I’m brilliant!
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CO MP E T ING FO R  AT T E NT ION

Number of pages in the average 
federal grant application.

Percentage of workers who 
check their email while on other 
calls.

Percentage of people who 
effectively multitask.

Attention span of the average 
person.



Because 
successful 
grantsmanship 
requires a 
different 
approach…
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A different sort of writing…
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G R A NT WRIT ING P R I NC IPLES

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

Past oriented: Describes completed work

Theme-centered: Clear theory and thesis

Impersonal: Tone is objective, dispassionate

Lengthy: Encourages verbosity

Specialized terminology: Aimed at limited audience

Expository: Explains to the reader

Academic Writing

Scholarly pursuit: Reflects individual passion

Grant Writing

Sponsor’s goals: Adopts service attitude

Future oriented: Describes planned work

Project-centered: Clear objectives, tasks, products

Persuasive: Sells to the reader

Personal: Conveys excitement

Accessible language: Aims at broad audience

Constrained: Rewards brevity



… requires a different sort of thinking.
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SA LE S P R I NCIPLES

Know your 
Audience Value Proposition Storytelling & 

Emotional Appeal
Clear & Concise 
Communication

Positioning & 
Differentiation

Credibility and 
Social Proof

Outcomes & Return 
on Investment Call to Action

Brand Consistency Adaptability & 
Responsiveness
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I’m a researcher, not a 
salesperson.

 Intellectual freedom

 Oversimplification

 Commercialism vs 
Academic identity

 Time and energy

 Credit

 Quick results
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Would you buy it?

CREDIT: Mad Med, season 1, episode 13, “Smoke Gets in Your Eyes”

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uLqc_pgBX3w


Break
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What does 
this have to 
do with grant 
writing?
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Sales principles in grant writing
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SA LE S P R I NCIPLES MA P P E D TO  P RO POSA L SECT IONS &  R EV I EW C R I T E RIA

Know your 
Audience

Value 
Proposition

Storytelling & 
Emotional Appeal

Clear & Concise 
Communication

Positioning & 
Differentiation

Credibility and 
Social Proof

Outcomes & Return 
on Investment Call to Action

Brand Consistency Adaptability & 
Responsiveness



Pitch Practice

 Read the sample abstract, Page 1.

 Discuss how this abstract might be 
revised so that it incorporates key 
sales principles.

 Review the proposed revisions, 
Page 3.

What do you notice

What do you like?

What don’t you like?
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R E SE ARCH,  3  WAYS



Pitch 
Practice
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You have been invited to a dinner with a 
major donor to the COE, known to award 
$1-2M grants to faculty to advance their 
research. 

The donor often requests a concept paper 
on the spot. She may present your concept 
to her board of directors, or she could fund 
it without their approval. 

You have been looking for the “right” 
funding opportunity, but no luck yet.

You decide to update your brief write-up on 
that project in case the donor requests it. 

HANDS-ON 
EXERCISE
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Pitch 
Practice

HANDS-ON 
EXERCISE



Now what?



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
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