
ICL Proposal 

Development Today?

The Present Interprets the Past for 

the Future



Proposal development is competitive 

team writing…
… which is very much like competitive team racing. 
proposals as race cars and … agency solicitations as race tracks.

• Proposal narratives (the “story”) are the vehicles that carry the ideas 

and vision (Often you can run them again!)

• Agency solicitations are the race tracks on which they run

• The PI’s are the drivers, “the creative talent”

• Team’s job: Help the driver deliver their best performance

• Good teamwork: communication, cooperation, knowing your 

teammates

• The analogy is not perfect



When I started at ICL…

• There was no Google

• There were no “Clouds” or 
“cloud services”

• Your online social network: 
email

• The preferred writing tool: MS 
Word

• There was no online proposal 
submission process

• “Computational Science” was 
a controversial thing

• But we were riding the 
Internet Tsunami!!
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Some key competitive challenges
• Communication environment

• E.g. Zoom, Slack, …

• Technological Change on multiple fronts
•  Infrastructure being addressed is changing

• Tools for building the proposals are changing

• AI is changing everything!

• Institutional Change
• The race track itself changes every year (New administration, new requirements, … )

• Scientific communities are changing: More interdisciplinary collaboration, new methods 
and tools, etc.

• AI is changing everything!

• So what were the key lesson’s we learned about proposal 
development basics that we need to adapt to the new 
world that’s coming?
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Lesson 1: Develop “the story”

• Tell it in condensed form in the Intro

• Map the RFP requirements to the structure of 
the document so that reviewers can see where 
the relevant points are addressed.

• “Should” in the RFP usually means “must”; 
first, avoid being ruled out. Sometimes they 
want more than you can give in x pages.

• All good writing is by compression.

• Work on good fit between the story and agency 

• You’re trying to create a champion in the room



Lesson 2: Coordinate the budget

 and the narrative

• The narrative and the budget should tell 

one coherent story

• What will the agency fund?

• What is required to do the work?

• Consult with team on various “plans”

• Write a strong budget justification



Lesson 3: Project Illustration pg. 1
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DARE PAPIex SparseKaffe

2 strategies: Illustrate either big idea or big impact

BONSAI



Lesson 3: Illustration on page 1

• Developing the 

illustrations helps the PIs 

understand their story

• Illustration provides a map 

of the story you’re telling

• It’s neither a necessary 

nor a sufficient condition 

for success

• It’s just a competitive 

edge; proposal must be 

strong in other respects
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Lesson 4: Managing the pipeline
• Submit too many proposals:
• Burn out; quality of the proposals erodes

• Not enough research gets done

• Have to participate in the “ecosystem” in order to succeed.

• Submit too few proposals
• If we miss a few, the pipeline goes dry, we crash.

• Message: Choose wisely and do it right
• Match the proposal with the solicitation

• Half-hearted efforts aren’t really worth it

• Money is not enough: Make sure someone wants to do the work

• It often takes more than 1 try to get it right

• Sometimes we have to go for it, regardless

• The main question: How do we use AI to do all 
this stuff more effectively
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Some possible uses of AI
• Research current trends and the state of the art

• Create “Red team” proposal review simulator
• Input the solicitation

• Describe the expected reviewers (Use reviewer “persona” prompts)

• Describe the trends and state of the art

• What questions, criticisms, or suggestions does it see?

• Upgrade proposal formulation and impact
• With multiple authors, it’s hard to make the story smooth and consistent

• All good writing is rewriting

• The painful pieces: Related work, Broader Impacts

• Evaluate fit with and potential for target 
environments

• How are the agencies using AI in their program 
development and proposal review process?
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Full Disclosure: I asked AI how to use AI
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My prompt to ChatGPT:

We are writing a proposal for federal funding in the area of software research for high-

performance computing and computational science. We view proposal development as a 

competitive team writing process. Important elements that go into that process are as follows:

• Evaluate the current state of the art to determine if our proposed project is seen as 

innovative.

• Develop alternative ways to present the narrative to maximize its impact on expected 

reviewers.

• Review the draft proposal in light of the funding solicitation to assess whether it meets 

the criteria for success specified by the solicitation. This review would involve using an AI 

model for a “Red Team” critique.

• Assess the proposed software technology for how well it fits the targeted environment, 

such as issues with interoperability, portability, duplicate functionality, and so on.

• Review and analyze previous grants awarded under the targeted federal program to 

identify common factors that contributed to their success.

Two questions:

1. How, if at all, might AI be used to address these areas of concern?

2. What other tasks is AI being used for, or could be used for, in the writing proposals in this area?
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