
Proposal Writing: A Simple Framework 
 

An academic proposal is a unique literary form. All proposals—whether for a grant, fellowship, 
dissertation, or admission—must accomplish several goals. Every proposal should: 
 

• Start out with a strong first sentence 
• Be clearly written 
• Provide a compelling rationale  
• Articulate specific, achievable objectives 
• Present a larger vision 
• Demonstrate the author’s qualifications and covey her enthusiasm 

 

There are many ways to write a proposal, and no one approach works best. Yet many of the best 
proposals adopt some version of the form outlined below. The following sections need not come 
in the order given, but it can work well for a variety of projects. 
 

1. Common Ground 

This is where the author makes a statement about the current state of knowledge. It can 
include widely held assumptions that prove to be false, or generally sound ideas that still 
need expansion and refinement. 

 
2. Destabilizer 

This statement calls the common ground into question and demonstrates the need for 
further research. The destabilizer often includes one of the following words: yet, 
nevertheless, however, despite, etc. 

 
3. Problem Statement 

The problem statement takes the destabilizer and reframes it as a problem that needs 
solving. 

 
4. Question 

The question is an opportunity to rearticulate the problem statement as a research 
project with a specific goal: to find an answer! It is permissible to present more than one 
question, but a single overarching question has intellectual and aesthetic elegance, and 
it can demonstrate both a sustained focus and a larger vision. 

 
5. Thesis 

The thesis is often more of a working hypothesis than a formal thesis at the proposal 
writing stage. Yet it is important to introduce a compelling argument. The thesis offers a 
provisional answer to the question that preceded it. 

 
6. Approach 

If you’re going to answer a question, you need a method. This is the time to discuss your 
research approach. What are you actually going to do with the resources provided to you? 
Why is this approach better than others? And how, specifically, will it enable you to 
answer your question? 

 



7. Importance 

Once you’ve described what you’re going to do, you need to explain why it’s so important 
that you should spend your time doing it. This is an opportunity to zoom out and offer a 
larger vision. Try to speak in expansive terms without exaggerating, and take nothing for 
granted. 

 
8. Implications 

This is where you explain how this project is actually going to change the way people 
think or what they do. It is the place where you should describe the specific benefits that 
will result from your project and how those benefits will contribute to your larger vision. 

 
9. Qualifications 

All reviewers want to know whether the applicant is qualified, situated, and eligible to 
complete the proposed project. This section can describe personal qualifications, 
institutional support, or other advantages. It can also describe certain disadvantages if 
the author has overcome significant impediments that are relevant the work proposed. 

 
10. Timeline 

Finally, reviewers will want to know whether the author is capable of completing the 
proposed project in the time allotted. For some proposals, this should include a plan of 
work with a detailed schedule. 

 
   
Proposal writers encounter numerous pitfalls. Here are some straightforward remedies for 
common mistakes: 
 

• Use the active voice 
• Write to your audience, which in most cases is the educated non-expert 
• Don’t belittle the work of others—build on it 
• Follow the instructions in the call for proposals  
• Be specific 
• Avoid jargon 
• Start early and do as much pre-proposal preparation as possible 
• Write what you know; avoid making up new projects for specific applications 
• Seek feedback, early and often, from your friends and colleagues 
• Ask someone to serve as your copy editor 
• Use successful proposals as the basis for subsequent applications 
• Respect your readers 
• Convey your passion for the work 
• Take rejection in stride 
• Learn as many lessons as you can from each application process 
• Repeat, echo, or directly address specific language from the proposal call 


