
Research Grant writing 
for STEM

Dr. Pascal Patrick Matzler

Pontificia Universidad Católica de Valparaíso



Bio

 I have been teaching EAP/ESP in Chile since 2007 

 In 2020 I completed a PhD in Applied Linguistics at the 
University of Auckland (NZ)

 My research combines ESP genre analysis with the 
ethnographic study of situated postgraduate research 
writing, in particular mentoring and co-authoring 
practices





Research grant writing

 A key, high stakes genre

 Secretive, daunting

 Detective work required

 Typical format and length

Move structures (abstract)

 Name-dropping



Key, high-stakes genre

 Worldwide, scholars are increasingly pressured 
to publish high-impact research to advance 
their careers or to maintain their employment

 A researcher’s successful grant application will 
provide the basis for future research articles

 In turn, a respectable track record of 
publications will then greatly enhance the 
chances of earning further research grants.



Research grants for 
emerging researchers

ProfileBudgetDurationGrantAgencyCountry

up to 7 years 
after PhD

US$ 
65.000 
per year

3 yearsMarsden Fund 
Fast-Start 
Grant

Royal Society 
Te Aparangi

New 
Zealand

up to 7 years 
after PhD

US$ 
40.000 
per year

3 yearsFondecyt de 
Iniciación en 
Investigación

Agencia
Nacional de 
Investigación
y Desarrollo 
(ANID)

Chile



Secretive, daunting

 Grant proposals tend to be classified as confidential 
documents by research funding agencies and not 
made public, making them an “occluded genre”
(Swales, 1996, p. 47). 

 As a result, novice researchers lack easy access to 
publicly available exemplars of this genre and cannot 
learn by imitation, as they would with more widely 
publicized research genres such as RAs or conference 
presentations.



Detective work required

 Funding agency websites

 University yearbooks

 Researchers’ homepage, blog, etc.

 Ask an established colleague!



Local disciplinary ecosystems

 Research articles in science and engineering are 
usually addressed to a global audience of highly 
specialized readers

But…

 Research grant proposals are mostly fed into locally
controlled ecosystems, such as government-run 
funding agencies

 Research grant proposals are often read and 
evaluated by members of the general disciplinary 
community



Format and length of grant 
proposal and abstract

AgencyCountry

Two stages:
• Single-page expression of interest
• Full proposal includes a 200-word abstract

New Zealand

• Full proposal includes a 300-word abstract
• Full proposal in English with bilingual abstract

Chile

• Full proposal includes a 200-word abstract
• Either Japanese or English

Japan 
(KAKENHI)

• One-page summary (approx. 600 words)
• “not an abstract of the proposal” but instead “suitable for 

dissemination to the public”
• prescribed headings: “Overview, Intellectual Merit, and Broader 

Impacts”

USA 
(National 
Science 
Foundation)



The abstract and the full 
proposal

 The relationship between the grant proposal and its 
abstract is similar to that found between the research 
article and its abstract.

 Swales (1990) already observed that the RA abstract 
fulfils a dual role of summary matter and front matter.

 The role of summary matter ensures the adequate 
representation of the RA’s contents, 

 The parallel role of front matter serves to catch the 
reader’s eye and to highlight the most attractive 
aspect of the longer document



How to write a grant 
proposal abstract

 Sequencing and cycling of moves

 Real-world and science orientation

 Prototypicality and variation



The basic ingredients of a 
grant proposal abstract

PurposeMove

describes existing knowledge upon which the proposal is 
based

Territory (T)

indicates some limitation identified in the Territory described 
above

Niche (N)

states the single main purpose or objective of the proposed 
research

Goal (G)

lists more specific sub-goals, describes the research methods 
and materials, and predicts specific results or achievements

Means (M)

outlines the expected benefits of the project, usually 
formulated as an upshot of the overall Goal

Benefits (B)











The central role of the Goal move



Emphasize relevance for 
specific country / committee



Activity:

 Access the file with the sample grant 
proposal abstract

 Try to label the five moves: Territory (T), 
Niche (N), Goal (G), Means (M, and 
Benefits (B)

 Try to identify real-world (rw) and 
science (sc) orientations in the T, G, and 
B moves

 Try to spot language that emphasizes a 
specific national context




