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W H A T  W O R K S    A  P K A L  E S S A Y

OBTAINING STEM SUPPORT FROM PRIVATE 
FOUNDATIONS: A TEAM APPROACH
New resources are always needed to help colleges and universiti es begin new 
science, technology, engineering, and mathemati cs (STEM) projects. As faculty 
and administrati ve leaders conceive and develop curricular programs and capital 
constructi on plans during these ti mes of ti ght campus budgets, new sources 
of funds must be sought to pay for innovati ve projects in science, technology, 
engineering, and mathemati cs. Expenses that oft en fall outside college and 
university operati ng budgets include: 

support for new faculty positi ons

new and modernized science and engineering faciliti es

upgraded laboratory equipment.

Scienti sts also seek funds for summer faculty-student research and for joint 
programs with local high schools. Parti al funding for these new programs may 
come from such federal agencies as NSF, NIH, or NASA, but their grants are limited 
to specifi c programs and generally won’t cover the total costs of the projects. 
Thus, private support becomes crucial, and the approaches to securing this type 
of funding are very diff erent from submitti  ng federal applicati ons.

Why pay attention to private foundations?
In 1995 for the fi rst ti me, the number of private foundati ons in the U.S. 
exceeded 40,000, nearly doubling since 1980. Now there are over 60,000. These 
foundati ons’ total assets are approaching $500 billion, and their total annual 
grants are over $20 billion. Foundati ons, however, form but a small percentage 
of overall U.S. philanthropy at about 8 percent. The largest percentage of   
private donati ons comes from individual gift s. Foundati on contributi ons are, 
nevertheless, very signifi cant for two reasons:

their size and visibility

their boards are oft en composed of regional and nati onal leaders.

Foundati on grants oft en provide validati on of a curricular or capital program. 
The following are some practi cal suggesti ons for developing compelling cases for 
STEM programs and for communicati ng these ideas to foundati ons. While the 
focus here is on foundati ons, many of the same principles and techniques can 
apply to corporati ons and individual donors.

Th e team approach
Expert college and university development offi  cers who are responsible for 
foundati on fundraising have come to realize that they should not try to go-it-alone 
with foundati ons. They understand that faculty members should conceptualize 
programs, deans and department chairs should set academic prioriti es, and 
trustees and alumni can open doors at foundati ons. Because many foundati on 
staff  members come from the academic world, they oft en prefer to work directly 
with faculty representati ves rather than with professional fundraisers. 
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KEY ACTIONS IN RECEIVING 
PRIVATE FOUNDAITON SUPPORT

Create “winning” teams within 
the campus community.

Distill your idea for support into 
a one-page case plus project 
budget.

Target your approach to a small 
number of foundations.

Know the foundations before 
submitting a proposal.

Follow directions explicitly and 
ontime.

Th ank the foundation 
and continue a long-term 
personalized stewardship with 
the foundation.
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Sandra A. Glass
Philanthropy Advisor
Claremont, California
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The team approach gives the college 
a number of opti ons to consider 
regarding how and when to approach 
foundati ons. The team may be a 
campus standing committ ee composed 
of faculty, administrators, students, 
and volunteers, coordinated by the 
director of foundati on relati ons. 
Or it may be an ad hoc committ ee 
specifi cally assembled for a major 
fundraising project. 

Many campus representati ves can 
parti cipate in creati ng and submitti  ng 
successful proposals. The president of 
the college is always a key member of 
the foundati on fundraising team. 

The president can assert, either in 
the cover lett er to a proposal or in a 
personal meeti ng at the foundati on 
that the STEM project is an insti tuti onal 
priority and that college funds are 
also being committ ed to this ti mely 
science program. Such leadership 
endorsements assure the foundati on 
that the grant will have a signifi cant 
impact on campus programs.

Preparing the case for excellence
Team members should make internal 
preparati ons before submitti  ng any 
writt en applicati ons to foundati ons. 
The fi rst step is realizing what 
foundati ons are looking for in 
insti tuti ons that might be deserving 
grant recipients. Foundati ons like to 
support winners. 

They are looking for insti tuti onal 
excellence, which is fi rst revealed in 
good people, especially in producti ve 
faculty and students. Faculty 
teaching awards, research records, 
and publicati ons are taken into 
considerati on. External validati on, 
such as NSF or NIH grants or corporate 
support, is also helpful. 

In additi on, many projects today are 
funded with combinati ons of federal 
and private grants, and foundati on staff  
members are knowledgeable about the 
merits of peer-reviewed government 
awards. Some foundati ons will provide 
matching funds for federal grants. 

Foundati ons may also look at student 
enrollments in STEM courses and 
alumni achievements in graduate and 
professional schools. Stati sti cs about 
graduates’ successes in science and 
engineering careers are also relevant. 

Even if a specifi c proposal requests 
funds for constructi ng a new science 
building, the caliber of the people 
working in this facility is most 
important to foundati ons. Preparing 
a STEM fact sheet to append 
to proposals is ti me well spent. 
Foundati ons also look for dynamic, not 
stagnant, colleges and universiti es. For 
example:

enrollment should be stable

endowment should be increasing 
(as the economy permits) 

annual support should be 
substanti al.

Some foundati ons are parti cularly 
interested in diversity, and others may 
ask about the availability of student 
fi nancial aid. All of these indicators 
can help form a foundati on’s positi ve 
impression of the college, and the 
general assessment of insti tuti onal 
excellence will aff ect the analysis of 
specifi c STEM proposals.


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Preparing the case for need
In additi on to excellence, a case for 
needing the foundati on’s support 
must also be made. Foundati ons 
annually receive far more high-quality 
proposals than they can possibly fund 
in any given year. They, therefore, look 
for projects that are essenti al to the 
applicants and projects that may also 
have an impact beyond the specifi c 
insti tuti ons. 

They are impressed by model programs 
that others can emulate. They also 
seem parti cularly interested in 
collaborati ve projects, perhaps among 
several colleges, an undergraduate 
college and a research university, or 
colleges and K-12 schools. 

Foundati ons feel that they are getti  ng 
more for their investment if multi ple 
insti tuti ons can benefi t. Of course, 
you should never manufacture a 
collaborati on just to pursue foundati on 
funding. The foundati ons will see 
through arti fi cial coaliti ons. Wait unti l 
a genuine opportunity for furthering 
the college’s mission comes from 
cooperati on, and then seek support for 
that endeavor. 

Foundati ons have traditi onally 
been interested in providing grants 
that will leverage support from 
additi onal donors. For example, they 
may announce grant programs for 
constructi ng buildings that challenge 
colleges to raise the balance needed to 
complete the facility. 
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Or foundati ons may provide three-
year support for a new faculty positi on 
and challenge the grant recipient 
to raise enough funds to endow 
the professorship in perpetuity. If a 
challenge grant fi ts in with the college’s 
overall fundraising goals and if the 
ti metable for completi ng the matching 
component is feasible, by all means 
take advantage of this opportunity.

One-pagers
An important exercise in the 
fundraising process is disti lling your 
idea into a “one-page” case. Faculty 
team members can parti cipate in 
the fundraising process by supplying 
ideas and succinctly summarizing their 
plans for new science and engineering 
programs in a one-page narrati ve 
statement, plus a one-page project 
budget. 

These oft en challenging descripti ons 
require principal investi gators to 
conceptualize and condense their ideas 
and needs into a small space. A guide 
on informati on to include in the one-
pager can be the standard components 
from a journalisti c news story’s lead 
paragraph— the 5 W’s and an H:

Who will carry out the project?

What are its basic components?

When will it begin and be 
completed?


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Where is it located?

Why is it essenti al?

How will its goals be 
accomplished?

Also, “how much will it cost?” can be 
detailed in the att ached budget page. 

These one-pagers not only provide an 
effi  cient project descripti on that can 
at some point be expanded into a full 
proposal, they also supply presidents, 
deans, or development offi  cers with 
ti mely and accurate informati on 
about faculty plans and needs. These 
summaries can be easily reviewed 
and communicated to prospecti ve 
donors. One-pagers can streamline the 
fundraising process. 

Identifying prospects
Another necessary pre-proposal 
acti vity is identi fying a few appropriate 
foundati on prospects. Rather than 
mining foundati on directories or 
web search engines for the names of 
hundreds of foundati ons that have 
made grants to support biology or 
chemistry programs, it is far more 
producti ve to have development staff  
members use their skills and resources 
to identi fy fi ve to ten foundati ons 
that are most likely to support the 
modernizati on of a biochemistry 
curriculum or fund students’ summer 
research.

Start with targeted approaches to a 
small number of foundati ons. Most 
major foundati ons now have websites 
which are generally more up-to-
date  than printed sources, and the 
development offi  ce will have additi onal 
resources to augment the informati on 
on these websites. 
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Development staff  members will also 
know the college’s history with these 
foundati ons and can help assess the 
likelihood of their making a grant 
in the near future. If the science 
project is specifi cally tailored for one 
campus, start with local and regional 
foundati ons. Or if it is a unique or 
model program, consider approaching 
nati onal foundati ons.

Remember, a request to a large 
nati onal foundati on requires a special 
approach stressing the signifi cance 
of the applicant’s work to a broad 
scienti fi c or educati onal consti tuency.

Cultivating foundations
Getti  ng to know foundati ons is 
essenti al before submitti  ng anything 
in writi ng. The development offi  cers’ 
term for the process is “culti vati on,” 
emphasizing the importance of tending 
to plants or prospects before any 
vegetables or grants are harvested.

Fundraisers can fi nd out how specifi c 
foundati ons prefer to be approached, 
e.g. lett ers, phone calls, visits, e-mail 
messages. Then a personal contact 
can be made with a member of the 
foundati on’s program staff . Avoid 
sending form lett ers to unnamed CEOs 
of foundati ons, even if their guidelines 
suggest that this is their standard 
procedure.

Use all members of the foundati on 
fundraising team to help make 
personal contacts. Ask:

Do any trustees or deans’ advisory 
board members know persons at 
foundati ons?

Are any alumni working at 
foundati ons? 




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Start with targeted approaches to a 
small number of foundati ons. 
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What about parents of current 
students?

Perhaps some faculty members 
att ended college or graduate 
school with foundati on staff ers?

Use this informati on in appropriate 
and tasteful ways. For example, a 
college trustee’s phone call or e-mail 
message to an old friend in New York 
with key foundati on connecti ons can 
make a foundati on more recepti ve to 
a university president’s visit. Personal 
relati onships are the most eff ecti ve 
door openers.

Such contacts should not involve 
bringing undue pressure on a 
foundati on, and they certainly won’t 
guarantee a grant. They can, however, 
att ract the foundati on’s att enti on to 
an applicant and help a proposal move 
to the top of an ever-growing pile of 
paper on the program offi  cer’s desk. 
Then, a strong insti tuti on with an 
exemplary project will have a bett er 
opportunity to compete for funding. 

Preliminary letters
Follow directi ons exactly to avoid 
alienati ng program offi  cers, even if 
the guidelines for content, format, 
or number of copies may seem 
arbitrary. Many foundati ons have 
begun to require a two- or three-page 
introductory lett er of intent.

This should not just be a casual note 
saying, “We would really like to submit 
a proposal.” The introductory lett er 
is a vital element in the foundati on’s 
screening process in which winners 
proceed to the invited-proposal stage 
and applicati ons of losers are rejected.





This lett er provides the opportunity to 
present a case succinctly in an easily 
expanded version of the one-page 
project précis. Foundati ons may also 
request supporti ng documents, project 
budget, or references to accompany 
the lett er. 

Foundati on staff  or board members 
carefully review these lett ers, and they 
are looking for compelling reasons 
to invite applicants to proceed to the 
next stage. Therefore, pay parti cular 
att enti on to this initi al part of the 
applicati on process because it may 
be as important as the longer writt en 
proposal.

Proposals
The full proposal is generally an 
expansion of the introductory lett er. 
Conti nue to make a case with facts 
and fi gures about the project. It is 
likely that additi onal communicati on 
with the program offi  cers will take 
place by phone, e-mail, or in person, 
and they will have suggesti ons about 
informati on to include in the proposal.

Don’t hesitate to call the foundati ons 
for clarifi cati on of their procedures. 
One essenti al component of the 
proposal should be an explanati on 
of what will happen aft er the grant 
runs out. Explain how the project will 
conti nue aft er the foundati on’s support 
is concluded. If the proposal seeks 
three-year funding to implement a new 
mathemati cs curriculum, how will this 
program be supported in years four 
and fi ve? 

If the proposal requests a grant 
to purchase a new spectrometer 
or magnetometer, how will the 
instrument’s maintenance costs be 
covered? There isn’t one specifi c 
right answer to these questi ons. 
Foundati ons just want to be sure that 
all future possibiliti es are considered 
and that their money will be invested 
producti vely. 

Foundati ons today also seem 
parti cularly interested in evaluati on of 
programs and disseminati on of results. 
Be prepared to include descripti ons of 
these plans in proposals. If expenses 
are involved in hiring an evaluator or in 
developing a website for disseminati ng 
program models, these costs are 
justi fi able items in the budget request 
to the foundati on.

The tone and style of STEM proposals 
may vary with the experti se of the 
foundati on staff  members. If the 
program offi  cer has a PhD in physics, 
it is clear that using technical scienti fi c 
terms will be no problem. In any case, 
never talk down to or patronize the 
reader of the proposal. 

In general, it is advisable to write as if 
addressing an audience of informed 
scienti sts who are not specialists in the 
specifi c fi eld described in the proposal. 
Consider employing the style of the 
arti cles in the front secti on of Science 
magazine, rather than the technical 
style of the research papers in the back 
of the journal.

Submit proposals well ahead of a 
foundati on’s announced deadline.Most 
private foundati ons have small staff s 
who are inundated on deadline day. 
If a proposal is received several days 
before the deadline, that applicati on 
might receive especially appreciati ve 
and careful att enti on.
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Offi  ce and site visits
Whenever foundati ons permit visits 
to their offi  ces, take advantage of the 
opportunity to make a case in person. 
Ask the foundati on representati ves 
which STEM team members they 
would like to see–president, dean, 
faculty, development offi  cer, trustee. 
How many should att end the meeti ng, 
perhaps two or three? 

Follow their lead in arranging this visit. 
Also, make sure that all representati ves 
are well prepared to discuss, not only 
the specifi c proposal, but also any 
aspects of university organizati on, 
curriculum, or fi nances that may be of 
interest to the program offi  cer.

Always invite representati ves of private 
foundati ons to visit the campus. 
Seeing eff ecti ve science programs in 
acti on can be extremely compelling. 
Carefully select faculty, administrators, 
and student parti cipants for the 
visit and stress concise, informati ve 
presentati ons. This is an opportunity 
to showcase outstanding individuals 
who will benefi t from the foundati on’s 
grant. 

Take ti me to practi ce presentati ons 
before the visit. Run through and 
criti que the talks and laboratory 
demonstrati ons, and avoid long or 
repeti ti ve speeches. Make sure that 
the visit focuses on the ways in which 
the foundati on’s support will improve 
an already high-quality program.

Thanks and stewardship aft er a 
grant is awarded. Assuming that the 
STEM proposal is well presented and 
eff ecti ve and that a grant is made 
in due course, personal relati ons 
with the foundati on should conti nue 
throughout the grant period.

First, several team members, 
including the president, the principal 
investi gator, and the project 
administrator, should send thank 
you lett ers. The development team 
member can coordinate the lett ers 
so that they address several diff erent 
aspects of the grant’s impact.

Any requested narrati ve and 
expenditure reports must be submitt ed 
to the foundati on in a ti mely manner. 
These are the minimum requirements 
for grant stewardship. Always 
send accurate and honest reports. 
Foundati ons are generally happy to 
discuss any changes of plans that result 
in the course of a multi -year award. 

Designate one campus liaison to 
communicate with the foundati on, 
e.g. the principal investi gator or the 
development offi  cer, who will be 
responsible for discussing any grant 
details with the program offi  cer at the 
foundati on.

It is appropriate and producti ve to 
stay in touch with the foundati on in 
the years aft er the grant has been 
completed. For example, foundati ons 
appreciate receiving copies of research 
arti cles and books by faculty members 
whose work the grant has supported. 
They might also like stati sti cs 
documenti ng increased enrollment in 
new curricular programs started with 
their grants.

Aft er a number of years, send news 
of successful scholarship recipients 
who have become science professors, 
physicians, or entrepreneurs. Or 
describe how 600 colleges throughout 
the world are now using the 
technology curriculum the foundati on’s 
grant initi ated fi ve years earlier.

Why bother with this long-term 
personalized stewardship? The eff ort 
is valuable because foundati ons have 
long memories and keep detailed grant 
fi les. When the university re-applies 
to the same donor at some future 
ti me, the stewardship materials from 
the initi al grant will provide positi ve 
reinforcement for the new proposal. 

This long view, which will probably 
involve many diff erent team members, 
underscores the importance of treati ng 
foundati ons like individual donors 
rather than like faceless enti ti es. 
Framing the STEM case carefully, 
personalizing submissions, and 
following up in the years aft er the 
grant should improve relati onships 
and success rates with many private 
foundati ons.


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Invite representati ves of private 
foundati ons to visit the campus. 

Seeing eff ecti ve science programs in 
acti on can be extremely compelling. 
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