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            STARTING STRONG

          

          YOUR FIRST STEPS TOWARD MAJOR GRANTS

        

      

    

    
      If you're thinking about applying for a major foundation or federal grant for your school, you’re not alone—and you’re not behind. Many school leaders are exploring grants for the first time as they seek sustainable funding for their most important projects.

      It’s completely normal to feel uncertain when you open a long, detailed Request for Proposals (RFP). You may be wondering:

      
        
          	
        Does this grant fit our school’s goals?
      

      	
        Are we even eligible to apply?
      

      	
        How much work will this take?
      

      	
        What happens if we win?
      

      

      

      The good news is that grants aren’t just for seasoned experts. With the right tools, planning, and support, your school can take meaningful steps toward securing transformational funding.

      In this short guide, you'll learn what makes a grant “major,” how to assess your readiness, where to find the best opportunities, and how to prepare a compelling proposal. You’ll also gain access to a free Federal Grant Readiness Checklist—a practical tool to help you decide if now is the right time to take the leap.

      You can access the free companion resources here:

      [image: backhand index pointing right]  Starting Strong Bonus Resources
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        Use your phone’s camera to scan this QR code — it will take you straight to our landing page with the free Fundraising Playbook Toolkit.
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        [image: compass] You don’t have to figure this out alone. This guide is designed to help you start strong—with clarity, confidence, and a path forward.

      

      

      What Is a Major Grant?

      A major grant isn’t always defined by the dollar amount—although many offer six figures or more. Instead, think of it in terms of scope and complexity. If the proposal will require:

      
        
          	
        More than 10 hours of writing and research,
      

      	
        Detailed program planning and budgeting,
      

      	
        Documentation such as audit reports, letters of support, or evaluation plans, and
      

      	
        Ongoing progress reports if awarded...
      

      

      

      ...then you’re looking at a major grant.

      These grants can unlock real opportunities for your school. Here are just a few examples of major grantmakers that support K-12 education:

      
        
          	
        Change Happens Foundation
      

      	
        Charles Lafitte Foundation
      

      	
        Cigna Foundation
      

      	
        NewSchools Venture Fund
      

      	
        Panera Bread Foundation
      

      	
        SC Johnson Giving, Inc.
      

      	
        VELA Education Fund
      

      	
        Westinghouse Foundation
      

      

      

      You don't have to chase every opportunity. The key is knowing when you're ready—and choosing the right grants that align with your vision.

      What Is a Federal Grant?

      Federal grants are one of the most powerful funding sources available to schools—and also the most complex. These grants are backed by public dollars and often support broad national priorities like student safety, STEM education, and equity in learning.

      As noted in Getting Funded: The Complete Guide to Writing Grant Proposals, the U.S. government is the largest grantmaker in the world in terms of both dollars awarded and programs offered.

      Federal grants often require:

      
        
          	
        Matching funds or in-kind contributions from the school,
      

      	
        Strict reporting requirements, and
      

      	
        Detailed documentation of how funds will be used.
      

      

      

      Still, the potential return is substantial. Many schools have received hundreds of thousands—even millions—of dollars through federal opportunities. Some examples include:

      
        
          	
        COPS School Violence Prevention Program
      

      	
        Education Innovation & Research (EIR)
      

      	
        Nita M. Lowey 21st Century Community Learning Centers
      

      	
        STOP School Violence Program
      

      	
        Research and Evaluation on School Safety
      

      	
        STEM Workforce Development Microgrants
      

      

      

      You can explore upcoming federal grants through these sites:

      
        
          	
        grants.gov – the central portal for all U.S. federal grants
      

      	
        US Department of Education: Available Grants
      

      	
        Your state department of education (e.g., Colorado’s CDE Grants and Awards page)
      

      

      

      Facing the Future of Funding: Navigating Uncertainty with Confidence

      Why this matters:

      New charter schools often look to federal funding as a key early resource—especially startup and expansion grants. But the future of these programs is uncertain. Political debates have raised questions about the long-term role of the U.S. Department of Education, making it harder for new leaders to plan with confidence.

      [image: magnifying glass tilted left] What We Know Now:

      
        
          	
        Federal education grants may continue but face political headwinds.
      

      	
        State-level funding and authorizer support are becoming even more critical.
      

      	
        Alternative federal agencies like the NSF (National Science Foundation) or USDA, as well as private and corporate foundations, are funding education-related programs with less political volatility.
      

      	
        There is a growing emphasis on evidence-based programs, STEM, workforce pathways, and community partnerships—which can be used to frame compelling grant narratives, even outside traditional education grants.
      

      

      

      [image: light bulb] How to Prepare (and Stay Resilient):

      
        
          	
        Diversify your funding strategy from the start. Don’t rely solely on federal startup funds—build a multi-source plan that includes foundations, local partnerships, and corporate support.
      

      	
        Monitor trends, not just headlines. Stay connected to networks like your charter authorizer, grant associations, or educational think tanks. Look for signals, not just noise.
      

      	
        Develop internal systems to remain nimble. When opportunities shift, your team should be ready to respond with vetted programs, clear goals, and grant-ready materials.
      

      	
        Lean into mission-aligned storytelling. Funders of all types still care about student outcomes, innovation, equity, and community impact—your clarity of vision can open doors, even in uncertain times.
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        “What If the U.S. Department of Ed Goes Away?”

        While it’s unlikely to happen overnight, school leaders should prepare for a future where federal funds are less available—or more restricted. The key? Build strong local support, pursue diverse funding streams, and get comfortable operating in a leaner, more entrepreneurial environment.
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      What’s Next:

      [image: backhand index pointing right]  Coming up next: Planning for Success — Learn how to evaluate the time, cost, and benefits of major grants before you commit.
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            PLANNING FOR SUCCESS

          

          TIME, COST, AND RISK IN GRANT SEEKING

        

      

    

    
      Grant seeking is an investment—with no guarantees—but the potential payoff can be transformative for your school.

      Let’s be honest: the grant process can feel daunting for three key reasons:

      
        
          	
        Time
      

      	
        Cost
      

      	
        Risk
      

      

      

      It takes time to write a grant. But before you even get to the writing, you need to plan your project, assess whether your school is grant-ready, and commit the hours needed—either to write it yourself or to work closely with a grant writer. A strong proposal is more than a good idea on paper; it requires thoughtful planning, coordination, and attention to detail.

      The cost is real, too. Whether you take it on yourself, assign it to a staff member, or hire a consultant, grant writing requires time and energy that could otherwise be spent elsewhere. It’s a tradeoff worth considering.

      Then there’s the risk. You can do everything right and still not win funding. That uncertainty can make the process feel like a gamble.

      Let’s look at each of these factors more closely:

      How Much Time Does It Take?

      According to Start Your Own Grant Writing Business, here’s a rough breakdown of writing time by grant type:

      
        
          	
        Small foundation grants: 2–8 hours
      

      	
        State or local government grants: 10–20 hours
      

      	
        Federal grants: 40–60 hours
      

      	
        Specialized grants like the Charter School Program (CSP): 100–180 hours
      

      

      

      Writing is just one part of the process. You’ll also need to gather supporting documents—budgets, audits, resumes, letters of support—and coordinate reviews and signatures. Since few people can write for eight hours straight, the work needs to be paced over several days or weeks. I typically plan four to six weeks for a federal or major grant, with consistent blocks of focused time each day.

      What Will It Cost?

      If you write the grant yourself, consider the opportunity cost. What are you giving up? Time is money, especially for school leaders balancing multiple priorities.

      If you delegate the task, does the staff member have the time, experience, and writing skills needed? Their regular work may need to be paused or reassigned.

      Hiring a grant writer comes with a financial cost—typically $50 to $300 per hour, depending on expertise. For complex grants, that may translate into $1,000 to $10,000 or more. This cost generally comes from your school’s operating budget—not the grant. And even when outsourcing, your input is still essential to ensure the final product reflects your school’s goals.

      What Are the Risks?

      Risk levels vary by grant type. State and entitlement grants are often less competitive—if you meet the requirements and submit a solid proposal, you’re likely to be funded.

      Foundation and federal grants, however, are more competitive. According to Funding for Good, even experienced grant writers working with a mix of new and existing funders average a 50–60% success rate. That means a well-written proposal still isn’t a guarantee—and you should expect to win about one out of every two proposals.

      Is It Worth It?

      Yes—if you approach it strategically.

      Grants can fund innovative programs, expand your capacity, and fuel long-term growth. But pursuing them takes commitment. By planning ahead, understanding the real investment, and choosing the right opportunities, you can avoid wasted effort and increase your odds of success.

      Real-World Planning in Action

      Winning a major grant doesn’t happen by accident. It takes preparation, patience, and the discipline to wait until you’re truly ready.

      A long-time client recently began preparing to replicate into a second school within their district. With strong academic performance and a clear vision for growth, they were eager to apply for their state’s Charter Schools Program (CSP) grant. The timing looked perfect—the application window had just opened, and the funding could jumpstart the replication process.

      But after a conversation with the grant funder, they learned they were about six months too early. The school had not yet written their charter application and wouldn't submit to the authorizer for several more months.

      Rather than rushing, the leadership team made a smart decision. Alongside our grant writing team, they reviewed the new RFA, took detailed notes, and decided to wait. Over the next six months, they will work collaboratively to develop both the charter application and the grant proposal—ensuring that the two documents align and reinforce one another. This coordinated approach will give them the best chance of success when they apply in the next cycle.

      The takeaway? Strategic planning lets you align your vision, gather the right materials, and create a compelling, competitive proposal. Whether you're applying for federal funding or seeking private support, success starts with preparation.

      What’s Next:

      [image: backhand index pointing right]  Up next, we’ll explore "What Funders Want" — key insights on how to target the right funding opportunities for your school and align your needs with funder priorities. This knowledge will help you increase your chances of securing the grants that will drive your success.
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