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Basics of Grant Writing

Basics of a Proposal

• Problem Definition

• Objectives

• Budget

• Evaluation



Problem Definition

• Can you demonstrate the need with data? 

• Does it fit within your mission and service 
area?

• Clarify the purpose and scope of your 
program.

• How long will it take to impellent?

Objectives

Specific
Measurable

Achievable 

Realistic
Time Sensitive 

• Outline broad goals, then identify specific objectives 
to accomplish those goals



Sample Criteria & Objectives

Objective: Revitalize the City of St. Louis

• Criteria: Conduct outreach and strengthen 
neighborhoods

• Criteria: Increase access to services and 
partner with social service agencies

• Criteria: Support development and partner 
with private developers

Sample Criteria & Objectives

Objective: Provide a job training program to 100 
residents of the Penrose neighborhood

• Criteria: Conduct 10, 4‐hour classes on job 
skills (IE: resume writing, interview technique, 
computer skills etc.)

• Criteria: Place 50 participants in local 
businesses to offer job training



Budget

• Include sufficient details

• Identify all sources/uses for your proposal

• What resources will you need to complete the 
program (staff, financial, time, etc.)?

Evaluation

• How will you know your program is 
successful?

• How can you measure it?

• How can you tell your story to funders?



Some Tips

• Prepare

• Know your deadlines and develop a timeline

• Plan for staffing

• Understand how your proposal will be 
evaluated

• Rifle vs. Shotgun

Do Your Homework

• Research your funder

– past awards, projects, etc

• What are their priorities?

• What is eligible?

– Regulations, CDBG



How to Make Your Proposal Stand Out

• Make a compelling and logical argument on 
why your proposal is the best

• Provide background information and data, 
that is relevant your proposal

• Demonstrate a unique or innovative approach

• Align your goals (mission, program) with  the 
purpose and goals of the funder

Learn to write “good”

• Proofread and check your work

• No jargon, abbreviations, clichés

• Use active voice 

• Eliminate unnecessary words



See Handout

Basics of Grant Writing:

Exercise

CDBG RFP Best Practices



CDBG RFP Best Practices

• 10 Common RFP Mistakes

• Review of 2014 RFP Sections

• This workshop will review last year’s RFP

• For 2015 RFP, there will be significant changes in 
priorities and eligible activities.

• Smaller changes to proposal form

• 2015 RFP will be available in approximately 1 week.

• Participants at this workshop will be emailed when the 
RFP is available (as long as email address is legible on 
sign-in sheet).



10 Common CDBG 
RFP Mistakes

CDBG RFP:  Common Mistakes

1. Not following instructions

2. Making assumptions

3. Not rating your own proposal in advance of submission

4. Not fully demonstrating need

5. Not fully explaining program design

6. Not meeting a national objective and/or eligible activity

7. Lack of realistic outputs and objectives

8. Not making a reasonable “ask”

9. Not taking advantage of bonus points

10. Not using all of the space provided



CDBG RFP:  Rating Sheet

CDBG RFP:  Rating Sheet (cont.)



CDBG RFP:  Rating Sheet (cont.)

Review of RFP 
Sections



CDBG RFP Section Review:  CDBG Background and 
National Objectives

• Pages 3 – 5 of 2014 RFP

• Read these pages carefully to determine if your proposed 
activity fits within program guidelines.

• If proposed activity does not meet a national objective, it 
can not be funded.

• Information on page 5 relates to pages 26 – 27 of 2014 
RFP.

CDBG RFP Section Review:  Priorities / Eligible Activities

• Page 6 – 8

• One of the most important sections of the RFP.

• Changes annually

•Identifies annual priorities for the City of St. Louis

• If proposed activity does not fit within an eligible 
priority/activity, it can not be funded.

• There will be significant changes in 2015 RFP

•Read carefully!!!



CDBG RFP Section Review:  Additional Information

• Page 9 – 10

• One of the most important sections of the RFP.

• Changes annually

• Identifies the following

• Organizations / Departments not required to compete 
for funding

• Special initiatives and set asides

• There will be significant changes in 2015 RFP

•Review carefully!!!

CDBG RFP Section Review:  Instructions

• Page 11

• Read carefully!!!

• Tip:  Upon completion of proposal packet, use instruction 
sheet as a checklist

• Number 5 is especially important because it identifies 
conditions that, if not met, will disqualify applicants.

• There will be changes to this page for the 2015 RFP. 

• This page provides instructions on submitting questions.  

•Read carefully and follow directions!!!

•Questions will only be accepted via CDBG@stlouis-
mo.gov



CDBG RFP Section Review:  Acknowledgement and 
Certification

• Page 13

• Read carefully!!!

• Must be signed by an authorized signer for organization

• Executive Director;

• Board President; or

• Other designated person

• There will be changes in 2015

CDBG RFP Section Review:  Organization Profile

• Page 14 of 2014 RFP

• Mistake No. 1:  DUNS Number and SAM.gov issues not 
resolved prior to proposal submission

• Tip:  Periodically during proposal acceptance and 
review period, search for your organization on SAM.gov 
through the public domain (do not log on).  

•Verify that your SAM.gov registration is not close to 
expiring. If it will expire prior to funding announcements, 
update registration early.

• Start resolving issues now for the 2015 funding round.



CDBG RFP Section Review:  SAM.gov

CDBG RFP Section Review:  SAM.gov



CDBG RFP Section Review:  SAM.gov

CDBG RFP Section Review:  SAM.gov



CDBG RFP Section Review:  Organization Profile (cont.)

• Page 14 of 2014 RFP

• Mistake No. 2:  Accurate number of proposed activities not 
indicated

• Upon completion of proposal, revisit page to ensure that 
the number of activities is correct.

CDBG RFP Section Review:  Organization Narratives

• Pages 15 – 20 of 2014 RFP

• This section’s all about demonstrating organizational 
capacity and can showcase your organization.

• Can significantly affect the organization’s overall rating

•Agency Program and Financial Qualifications 
category on rating sheet

•Mistake:  Providing too much or not enough detail.

• Be inclusive and succinct 



CDBG RFP Section Review:  Organization Narratives 
(cont.)

• Tips:

• Parts 1a – 1b:  Your proposed activities should match 
your organizational purpose and be reasonably related to 
the types of services currently provided.  

• For example, a day care center that provides 
educational services to toddlers should not request 
funding for an offender reentry program without 
adequately explaining the deviation in purpose and 
change in type of service.  

• Part 1c:  Very important; be persuasive in demonstrating 
organizational capacity to administer the proposed activity 
or activities.  If you have space, discuss recognitions 
received and successes. 

CDBG RFP Section Review:  Organization Narratives 
(cont.)

• Tips:

• Part 1d:  Applicant should address all required licenses.  
Examples:  

• City of St. Louis Business License (required or must 
demonstrate exemption)

• Day Care License

• Parts 2a – 2c:  Will change slightly in 2015 RFP; 
demonstrate ability to obtain and administer grants



CDBG RFP Section Review:  Organization Narratives 
(cont.)

• Tips:

• Part 3:  In 2015, organizations will be required to provide a 
summary of all existing and proposed staff positions. 

• Common Mistake:  Not submitting job descriptions and
resumes 

• Both are required

• Common Mistake:  Not including job descriptions and 
resumes for all staff involved in the administration, 
management, and/or operation of proposed CDBG activities.

• For example, even though CDBG funds may not be 
used to pay the CFO, the position is involved in 
managing CDBG activities.

CDBG RFP Section Review:  Organization Narratives 
(cont.)

• Tips:

• Part 4 – Financial Management: 

• There will be changes in 2015

• Demonstrate capacity and adequate internal controls

• Inadequate answers can significantly affect your rating 
under the “Agency Financial Qualifications” rating 
category.

• Part 5b – Audit Requirements:

•Describe audit findings and concentrate on the steps 
taken to resolve findings

• Be solutions oriented in your response.  If audit 
findings are still open, what steps have you taken to 
resolve the finding?



CDBG RFP Section Review:  Operating Budget

• Page 21 in 2014 RFP

• Tips:

• For 2015 funding, be prepared to provide the 2014 
operating budget and the proposed budget for 2015.

• Check your math!!!

For example:

Organization XYZ would like to request funding for after school programs at 3 
locations.  XYZ can submit 3 separate activity proposals (Sections V‐VII) OR 
submit 1 activity proposal for all of the sites.  

Organization ABC would like to request funding for an after school Arts program 
and a day care center.  ABC must submit 2 separate activity proposals.

IMPORTANT!!!

Sections V – VII MUST BE SUBMITTED FOR EACH SEPARATE AND 
DISTINCT PROPOSED ACTIVITY!!!!



CDBG RFP Section Review:  Activity Cover Sheet

• Page 23 in 2014 RFP

• Tips:

• Check one priority and one eligible activity!!!!

CDBG RFP Section Review:  Activity Description & 
Funding Request

• Pages 24 – 30

• Very Important!!!

• Tips:

• If funded, the name of activity will most likely become your 
project name for your contract

• Be succinct, yet descriptive

• For example:  “XYZ After School Program” or “ABC 
Financial Literacy Program”

• CDBG Amount Requested:  Be realistic and reasonable.



CDBG RFP Section Review:  Activity Description & 
Funding Request (cont.)

• Part 1 - Activity Description: (work to be performed, services 
provided, and population served)

• VERY IMPORTANT!!!

• Clearly describe your program design 

• Who?

• What?

• When?

• How?

• If program design is not fully explained, score will be 
significantly reduced.

CDBG RFP Section Review:  Activity Description & 
Funding Request (cont.)

• Part 2 – Need or Problem:  Describing the need or problem in 
relation to the ConPlan Goals and Priorities

• Answering the “Why?”

• Tip:  Never assume that the reader (e.g. rater) already 
knows your need or problem

• Fully describe the problem and need

• Provide statistics to support the need for the program

• Tip:  Don’t forget to tie your need and problem to the 
ConPlan goals and priorities.

• Part 3 – Bonus Points:  

• Tip:  Try to relate activity to the Sustainability Agenda. 

• “N/A” should be your last option.



CDBG RFP Section Review:  Meeting a National Objective

• Pages 26 – 27 of 2014 RFP

• Part 1:  refer to page 5 for details on the national objectives

• If funded, CDA will only reimburse for LMI participants in the
activity.

• Tip:  When using the area benefit national objective 
subcategory (1d), the number of beneficiaries under 2a will be 
the number of LMI individuals residing in the area.

• Be sure to fully describe the service area in your proposal

CDBG RFP Section Review:  Activity Goals & Outputs

• Page 28 of 2014 RFP

• Important part of rating 

• Tip:  Be realistic in your goal setting

• Tip:  When determining reasonableness, analyze per unit cost.

• CDBG funding request / No. of outputs = per unit cost

• For example, XYZ organization is requesting $100,000 for a 
summer program.  The organization proposes to serve 25 
children each month for three months.

• Per child cost for the program is $4,000

• Per unit cost (cost per child per month) is $1,333

• Is this reasonable????



CDBG RFP Section Review:  Outcome Measurements

• Page 29 of 2014 RFP

• Tracking and evaluation is very important.

• HUD expects measurable, quantifiable results.

• Will need to demonstrate successes at the end of the grant

CDBG RFP Section Review:  Proposed Activity Budget

• Pages 30 of 2014 RFP

• Tip:  Be realistic in your budget projections

• Show how the CDBG funds will be leveraged

• Tip:  Activity Budget (line items and total) should be greater
than or equal to Proposed CDBG Amount

• Tip:  Total Expenses should not be more than Total Revenue



CDBG RFP Section Review:  Budget Narratives

• Pages 31 - 32 of 2014 RFP

• Part 1 – Other Funding

• Tip:  This part should always be applicable.  You should be 
seeking to leverage the CDBG funding.

• Part 2 – Reasonableness of Costs

•Tip:  Be thoughtful in your response.  

• Is there an internal control regarding spending?

• Is there board oversight to ensure reasonableness?

• Is there a written procedure?

CDBG RFP Section Review:  Budget Narratives (cont.)

• Part 5 – Budget Cuts

• Tip:  Be meaningful in the response.  Stating that you will 
cut services by 30% is not sufficient.



CDBG RFP Section Review:  Comment Section

• Tip: Include anything that is pertinent to your proposal

• Did you not have enough space to fully respond to a 
section?

• Does part of your budget need explanation?

• Have you recently resolved compliance issues?

• Are there any weaknesses in your proposal that need 
explanation?

QUESTIONS???



Group Exercise

**See Post‐Dispatch Handout

•Define the Problem

•Create an objective and several criteria for a 
program

Basics of Grant Writing:

Exercise


