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The Prewriting Process
The prewriting process is the most critical period for your project.  Most ideas that fail to make it to the proposal stage fail due to poor planning during this critical phase.  If you skip steps or cut corners you might find that last minute “glitches” make it impossible to meet any deadlines you might have.  Taking the time to create a solid concept that enjoys the support of everyone involved will save you aggravation down the road.    Here are the major steps in the prewriting process:

1) Identify a problem & define your idea.

2) Assess the feasibility of your idea.

3) Build support within your organization by sharing your idea and gathering input.

4) Conduct a needs assessment.
5) Establish outcomes.

6) Conduct research to identify the best strategies and activities.
7) Write a concept paper.

8) Share your paper internally and get key personnel to “sign off” on your idea.

9) Invite key partners to the table and present your concept.

10) Rewrite the concept paper to address any issues your partners might have & solidify the plan.

11) Build community support for your project.

12) Identify possible funders.

13) Contact funders.
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Define Your Idea

Ideas for projects come from many different sources.  While all good proposals look the same in the end, how you proceed to the writing process is determined, in part, by where you get your idea.  Your idea may be sparked by a desire to:

· Adapt an existing model or modify a current idea.

· Extend personal experience into a new area.

· Pursue a personal or professional interest.

· Respond to a perceived need, expressed need, or demand for service.

· Apply findings from a formal needs assessment.

· Respond to relevant literature.

· Implement new activities suggested by research.

· Use monies that come available.

· Respond to a Request for Proposals (RFP), Request for Service (RFS), or Request for Applications (RFA).

· Respond to an event in the environment.

· Use a recently received resource (e.g. land) which makes a new project possible.

· Continue a current project at the end of its funding cycle .

· Revise or adapt a rejected proposal.

· Follow expert recommendations.

· Pursue ideas generated through formal group process techniques.
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Is your idea worth pursuing?

Once you have your idea, you must decide whether it’s worth pursuing.  Assessing the feasibility of your idea can save a lot time by eliminating projects that aren’t right for your organization.  Here are some questions you should try to answer before you waste time following a “dead-end.”

· Is there a need for it?
· Is anyone else doing what you propose or employing your general approach?
· What will happen if you don’t implement your project?
· Is your project likely to result in desirable outcomes? 
· What does the literature say about your approach?
· Who will benefit from your project?
· Will the benefits effect the local area? region?  state?  nation? international areas?  
· Does your organization have the expertise to implement the project?
· Is the project appropriate for your organization? Does it fit within your mission statement?
· Do you have the financial resources to meet matching requirements or expenses not covered by the funder?
· Do you have the time to complete the project?
· Does your organization have the physical resources to conduct the project (e.g. space, equipment)?
· What are the implications for your organization’s priorities?
· Do you have internal support for the project?
· Do you have the partners to contribute to the project?
· Do you have community support for the project?
· Is your approach cost-effective?
· Do have the volunteers for the project?
· Does your organization have the appropriate policies, guidelines and standards demanded by the funder?
· Do you have a plan for continuing the project past the funding cycle?
· Are you eligible for the funds?
· How stiff is the funding competition?
· Do you have time to meet the submission deadline?
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Building Internal Support

Without your organization’s internal support, your project is doomed.  There’s nothing more discouraging than investing a significant amount of work in a project only to discover that a key person in your organization has strong objections.  Here are a few steps you should take to obtain the internal support you need.

· Call or email key personnel and briefly describe your idea.  Ask for feedback.

· Circulate a short memo to everyone who might have an interest in your project. 

· Present your idea at meetings and engage in a discussion. 

· Invite a few key people to a brainstorming session.

· Demonstrate how your idea fits into your organization’s strategic plan.

· Adjust your idea to accommodate feedback.
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Conduct A Needs Assessment

Before you decide what to do, you need know what the problem is.  A needs assessment does just that.  A needs assessment is a systematic review of information collected from a variety of sources, analyzed to determine strengths and weaknesses, and prioritized for action.   

A good needs assessment will:

· Clearly state the problem.

· State what data was collected to confirm the existence of the problem, the sources of the data, and the methods used to collect it.

· Present easily measured quantitative data (test scores, absentee rates, etc.).

· Present qualitative data in support of quantitative data (results from interviews, focus groups, etc.).

· Use multiple methods to document the problem (surveys, analysis of school records, previous studies, focus groups, etc.).

· Use multiple data sources (teachers, students, parents, etc.).

· Use national or state data to establish the problem’s existence outside of the local area.

· Use local data to document the problem in the local area.

· State who is affected by the problem.

· State when and where the problem exists.

· Document the factors contributing to the problem.

· Document current or past efforts to address the problem.

· Show why those efforts failed or are inadequate to address the total need.

· Discuss the organization’s history or expertise in dealing with the problem.

· Discuss the consequences of not dealing with the problem.

Surveys

A survey of potential clients is a great way of establishing need.  However, a survey is only as good as its design.  Here are few tips for designing an effective survey.

· Write down the topics that you wish to address with your survey.

· Define the population who will take the survey.

· Avoid ambiguous questions.

· Keep your questions short.

· Try to use the same scale for each question.  

· Give the client a “don’t know” or “not applicable” choice.

· Set a return date that you deem acceptable. Send out the survey a second time if necessary.  Follow-up with phone calls if that doesn’t work.

· Try to complete a random sample of your target client group.

· Alert people ahead of time that the survey will be conducted.

· Use a cover letter signed by the highest-ranking official in your organization.

· Make participation voluntary and confidential.

· Use preaddressed return envelopes, with postage paid.

· Allow for surveys to be returned by email or fax.

· Provide incentives for returning your survey.

· Provide feedback on survey findings.

Focus Groups & Interviews
Asking open-ended questions to clients or professionals close to the problem can give you insight into the nature and causes of the problem that can escape surveys and other more quantitative data.  Obtain as many different opinions about the problem as you can.

Journals and Reports

Every good needs assessment makes use of the latest literature.  Relying on previous studies strengthens your claims and demonstrates a command of the issue.  If you’re conducting a thorough needs assessment, be prepared to spend a few days in the library.

Quantitative Data

Census data, crime statistics, student absentee rates, and teenage pregnancy rates are all examples of quantitative data.  These numbers are often the statistics by which you gauge the success of your program.  Make use of whatever data is relevant to your project.  While information about individuals is often confidential, overall figures are often public domain.  All good needs assessments contain quantitative data.

[image: image8.wmf][image: image9.png]


[image: image10.png]


[image: image11.png]


[image: image12.png]




Project Outcomes
It is critical that projects have proper outcomes.  Outcomes consist of goals, objectives, and milestones.  They state exactly what the project will accomplish. Outcomes should address problems established in the needs assessment. 

The Goal

A goal is a statement of the desired measurable outcome, derived from the needs assessment.  Goals state what the project team ultimately hopes to achieve.  If the project is short term, the goals may not be achieved by the end of the grant period.  That’s okay.  However, if the project covers many years, the goal should be achievable by the end of the grant period.

A well stated goal will:

· Specify the problem to be addressed.

· Be easily measured.  A goal must demonstrate clear achievement.  A good goal statement will reference easily quantified indicators such as: test scores, absenteeism, grades, promotion rates, pre and post survey results, etc. 

· Specify the target population.

· Reference local data or standards. Goals should not be based on national statistics. 

· Be specific in its time frame, but long term in its scope.

· Have a realistic and achievable end.

· Provide a baseline for comparison.

By the year 2002, 70% of high school seniors, in the three participating high schools, who were reading below grade level in the ninth grade, will achieve a rating of satisfactory on the county high school reading examination, a 20% increase over current levels.
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Objectives

Objectives are statements of specific and measurable means to achieve the outcome(s) identified in the goal.  If the project is short term, objectives should be achievable by the end of the grant period.  If the project is long term, objectives should be set for the end of each year or designated phase of the project.

It is typical to have multiple objectives.  Nonetheless, the fewer objectives, the more directed the project. 

A good objective:

· Is derived from a needs assessment. 

· Is clearly stated. There should be no ambiguity as to what is to be accomplished.  

· Identifies the population(s) receiving services.

· Is realistic.  An objective must be attainable. It is unrealistic to expect that all students will achieve 4.0 grade point averages by the end of the grant. Unrealistic objectives invite failure.

· References state, local, or school defined data based areas and standards. 

· Is measurable. 

· Is short term in its scope. Objective(s) should encompass only the funding cycle.  If the award covers many years, objectives should cover each year.

Considering the previously stated goal, a good objective might be:

By the end of the grant period, 15% of high school seniors, juniors, and freshmen in the three participating high schools who were reading below grade level in the ninth grade will achieve a rating of satisfactory on the county high school reading exam, a 10% increase over current levels.



Milestones

Evaluators, directors, and steering committees want to know what progress is being made.  If things aren’t going well, it’s important to know as soon as possible so that changes can be made. Because objectives cannot always be evaluated until the end of the project, each objective statement should have milestones associated with it.  Milestones are checkpoints that measure the periodic progress toward a stated objective.  They are typically evaluated quarterly.  However, the frequency with which they are evaluated is determined by the nature of the milestones and the data collected to evaluate them.

A good milestone:

· Is clearly stated.  Avoid ambiguously worded milestones. Stating that a condition will improve, without stating by how much, is considered ambiguous.

· Is periodic. The quarterly evaluation of milestones is standard.  The number of periods can differ depending on the nature of the milestone.

· Is related to the objective.  Milestones measure progress towards an objective by breaking the objective into steps, or employing a standard that is good indicator of progress (e.g. use quarterly grades as an indicator of MSPAP improvement)  

· Is measurable.  Like objectives, milestones must be quantitatively demonstrable.

· Takes into account the dynamics of the project.  A project may take months before it can have an impact upon the clients, or the positive effects of a project may wane with time.  Milestones should anticipate this and be gauged accordingly.  Overly ambitious milestones can make a good project look bad early on.

If the objective is “There will be a 20% decrease in absenteeism over the 1996/97 school year, by the end the final marking period,” one set of corresponding milestones might be:

1) There will be a 2% decrease in absenteeism over the 1996/97 school year, by the end of the first marking period.

2) There will be a 7% decrease in absenteeism over the 1996/97 school year, by the end of the second marking period.

3) There will be a 13% decrease in absenteeism over the 1996/97 school year, by the end of the third marking period.
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Strategies are broad approaches (methods, procedures, techniques) employed to accomplish an objective.  Strategies either address the problem detailed in the needs assessment directly, or address factors that contribute to it.  In this way, strategies are directly related to objectives.  Every objective should have at least one strategy associated with it.   Examples of strategies include: professional development, after-school programs, mentoring, parent nights, etc.

The introduction should cite studies, models, previous programs or some other evidence that the strategies and activities will result in the desired effects. Have these strategies been successfully employed elsewhere?  Which experts recommend them and why? Without this support, there is no evidence that the proposed strategies will work.   

All the strategies should work together. The implementation plan should look like one plan, not a hodgepodge of unrelated strategies.  Make sure that the project’s clients have all or most of the services available to them.  
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A concept paper is a brief description of your intended proposal.  It describes why the project is needed, what your project will accomplish, and the roles of the project partners.  Concept papers are intended to be shared with essential personnel within your organization and with your project's potential partners.  They generally are no more than a few pages in length.

WHY WRITE A CONCEPT PAPER?

It may seem counterproductive to add unnecessary steps to the proposal writing process.  Nonetheless, a concept paper will save you time, effort, and aggravation.  

The paper's primary purpose is to help you get approval from your organization before you spend large amounts of time researching and writing a proposal.  Getting approval for your idea before you write a proposal will save you from making major last-minute overhauls.  Your idea of the project may be different than your superiors'.  A concept paper will keep everyone singing from the same sheet of music.

The other major reason to write a concept paper is that it significantly reduces the amount of time needed to negotiate partnerships.   It's much easier to get partners to sign on to an idea, rather than a funding source.  Approaching partners with only an RFP or a funding-lead often leads to the "pigs at a trough" syndrome.  It's easy to get partners to agree to split the money, but it usually turns into a contest as to who can get the biggest piece of pie.  Projects that get started this way often lack coherence and direction.  Reviewers can spot this.  Having a concept paper up-front enables potential partners to quickly say whether they can or can't provide the services you need.  This makes shopping for partners faster and less contentious.

WHAT'S IN A CONCEPT PAPER?

Here are some sections you may want to include in your concept paper.

· Problem Statement/Needs Assessment.

· Outcomes: State your goals, objectives, and milestones.

· Strategies for success.

· Partners: List all the possible partners you will need and describe their roles, responsibilities, and the contributions they should make to the project.  Spend some extra time here, your partners will thank you.  Don't forget to include your organization.

· Any relevant facts you should share.  Questions you may want to address are: "How does this project fit with our master plan?” "By whom and how will this project be managed?” "What are the benefits of this project?” "How will this project be evaluated?"

If possible, include a rough budget.  Everything always comes down to money. So, if you can give everyone an idea of how much they get, it can save you a lot of headaches later.

SOME FINAL THOUGHTS ON CONCEPT PAPERS

Concept papers are not written in stone.  They are a prelude to negotiating the details of the final proposal.  Don't be afraid to rewrite your paper as facts, partners, priorities, and circumstances change.  Date your paper so partners know which is the latest version.   By writing and rewriting your concept paper, you are actually filling in the details of your proposal.  Your paper should grow as your project nears fruition.


Partners

Partners are partners only if they contribute something to the project.   While they might receive some compensation, organizations or companies that merely sell goods or services are vendors.   The concept paper should present a clear discussion of the project partners and include the following information:

· Each partner’s respective role, or why that partner is crucial to the project.

· The specific contributions each partner will make in the forms of financial support, equipment, personnel, or other resources.  This should be quantified in financial terms if possible.

· What the partner hopes to gain through the partnership and participation in the project.

· The partner’s historic role or expertise in dealing with the problem addressed in the needs assessment.

Letters of Commitment

Once you get all your partners onboard, they should send you a letter stating their commitment.  These letters will be included in any proposal you write to a funder. There should be a letter of commitment from each of the project partners.  All letters should be addressed to the lead organization, not to the funder.

A good letter of commitment will:

· Indicate that the partner knows and supports the goals and objectives of the project.

· Describe the partner’s roles and responsibilities in the project.

· Describe and quantify the partner’s contributions to the project.

· Acknowledge all relevant information mentioned about the partner in the project narrative.

· State what the partner hopes to gain by getting involved in the project.   
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