
Writing Exercises

Introduction: Sources

Given the distinctive purpose of grant applications, to sell a research project
to a funding organisation, it is helpful to have a project in mind in order to
practise the right kind of writing. There are a number of possibilities for the
following 6 exercises.

• You can use a project that you have completed - a paper, a series of papers
or even your PhD

• You can use a project for which you are preparing to apply for funding.
You will need to generate an outline, or at least the set of discoveries.

• You can use the text of a recent research paper that you admire or that
you have written, or both. You will need to download it and import it
into your word processor.

• If you really are writing a grant application and have worked out the
content of your research project, you can work with that.

• If you have recently had a grant application to fund a significant project
rejected, we can work on asset-stripping and rewriting that application.

• You can work on a a research project that has been funded.

– I have downloaded 23 abstracts of research projects that have been
funded by european or UK research agencies. The summaries of those
projects are in the file GrantAbstracts.txt

– If none of those summaries looks interesting, feel free to search for a
more interesting one. The easiest websites for this are the ERC and
the UKRC. On the UKRC site I suggest that you restrict the funding
amount to be in the range between about £250,000 and £1 million
in order to get mid-scale projects.

⇤ http://erc.europa.eu/erc-funded-projects
⇤ http://gtr.rcuk.ac.uk
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2 GENERATE KEY SENTENCES FROM A SUMMARY

1 Generate the first key sentence for your project.

You can do this exercise just with a vague idea of your project. If you have gen-
erated an outline, or at least the three or four discoveries that will be produced
by the sub-projects, try instead to generate the full set of key sentences from
the outline, see below

Draft a sentence that says what your project will achieve, how it relates to a
major research question, and how it will achieve it. For example:-

• This project will develop a new potential treatment for stroke based on

a family of synthetic metabolic inhibitors that our group has discovered,

tested and synthesised.

Can you try different versions that relate to bigger or smaller research questions
and more or less incomplete answers?

Can you make the sentence more specific to you by mentioning an approach
that is based on your (real or hypothetical) achievements?

Discuss the different possibilities with a colleague.

2 Generate Key Sentences from a Summary

Pick one of the summaries and answer the following questions:-

1. Rewrite the summary as necessary by drafting the following key sentences
in order:-

(a) Key Sentence-1: Sentence saying what the project will achieve and
how.

(b) Key Sentence-2: Sentence saying why this is important.
(c) Key Sentences-3-5: “We need to know” sentence for each sub-project.
(d) Key Sentence-6: Sentence describing the project.
(e) Key Sentences-7-9: Introductory key sentence for each sub-project.
(f) Key Sentence-10: Statement about what will be done with the re-

sults.

2. Does the project need any other key sentences because of its nature?

3. Do you need any extra text to make the key sentences read like an ab-
stract?

4. Compare your version with the original. Which do you prefer?

Discuss your conclusions with a colleague, then pick another summary and re-
peat.
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4 CONVERTING TEXT INTO ASSERT JUSTIFY STYLE

3 Generate Key Sentences from a Project Outline

You will need to have generated an outline, or at least the three or four discov-
eries that will be produced by the sub-projects to do this exercise.

1. Use the “discoveries” from your project outline to draft the following key
sentences in order:-

(a) Key Sentences-3-5: “We need to know” sentence for each sub-project.
(b) Key Sentence-6: Sentence describing the project in general terms.
(c) Key Sentences-7-9: Introductory key sentence for each sub-project.

This is like a mini vrsion of Key Sentence 1.
(d) Key Sentence-10: Statement about what will be done with the re-

sults.
(e) Key Sentence-1: Sentence saying what the project will achieve and

how. This is thehardest sentence of all to write and you should try
variations by changing the scale of the problem and the completeness
of the solution.

(f) Key Sentence-2: Sentence saying why the project is important.

4 Converting text into Assert Justify Style

There are three reasons to use assert-justify style for grant-applications.

• Speed-readers, who typically only read the first line of each paragraph,
will get the message because the message will always be in the first line of
the paragraph.

• Assert-justify style makes it easy for a referee to find the text that will
convince them that the key sentences are true.

• Assert-justify style sustains the interest of the reader because it tells them
what is important immediately. Then, if they need to be convinced they
can read what could be a relatively lengthy justification for the statement.

The major difficulty about assert-justify style is that many writers, particularly
academics, find it difficult to write a statement until they have written the
justification. For this reason it is always necessary to check what you have
written and, if necessary, convert it into assert-justify style. You can practise
converting text from a paper - your own or someone elses - to assert-justify style
as follows:-

1. Read a paragraph carefully.
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6 (ADVANCED COURSE) GENERATING ASSERT-JUSTIFY TEXT AND
CHECKLISTS FROM A PROJECT OUTLINE

2. Find the sentence that carries the message.

3. Move the message sentence to the beginning of the paragraph.

4. Edit the remaining sentences so that the paragraph still makes sense.

Experiment with this both at the paragraph level and at the level of larger
sections of the document. Compare your results with a colleague.

5 (Advanced Course) Generating Assert-Justify text from
Key Sentences

You will need to have done exercise 1, or, better, exercise 2 or 3 in order to
generate one or more key sentences. This exercise is particularly useful for Key
Sentences 1-6 and 10.

Each Key Sentence is one of the headline statements of a grant application.
However, on its own, a key sentence will convince nobody of anything. It needs
to be backed up by evidence drawn from the literature and by detailed descrip-
tion of research activities.

Take a key sentence and try writing the paragraph that contains it and two or
three more. Make each paragraph short - no more than four or five sentences
and try to write the individual paragraphs in assert-justify style as well.

6 (Advanced Course) Generating Assert-Justify text and
Checklists from a Project Outline

You will need to have generated either a project outline or a sub-project outline
in the exercise described separately. This exercise is particularly important
for the sections describing the research project, which are headlined by Key
Sentences 7,8,9 and 10.

To write the section for a sub-project

• Use the Activities List to generate a list of the sentences that need to be
written, one to introduce each of the activities in a sub-project.

• Use the two resources lists to identify resources that will need to be men-
tioned in each of the activity descriptions.

• Start writing parts of the description of the particular sub-project

• Use the resources lists to produce a checklist of institutional and grant
resources that need to be mentioned.

– Resources that will be used in more than one sub-project can be
mentioned in the general methods sections instead.
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