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Through its higher education work to improve lives, The Duke Endowment places value on proven 

programs and strategies. As we work to advance the pursuit of educational excellence, benefit local communities 

and promote collaboration and innovation among faculty and students, we value established approaches with clear 

records of success and replicable models.

We define “proven programs and strategies” as those with an established history and documented, positive results — for 
students, faculty and communities. While evidence of past success is primary, we also value the demonstrated proficiency and 
judgment of educators and administrators within higher education. 

We are especially interested in efforts that leverage results through duplicating, expanding, applying or refining proven 
programs. We weigh the true costs and relative benefits of potential investments, and make funding decisions based on 
anticipated outcomes. 

eligibility examples

Possible grant requests for this application category could include, but are not limited to, programs that support local 
communities and vulnerable residents, or that directly improve individual students’ lives. Candidates for Higher Education 
grants are, however, limited to:

q	 Davidson College — Davidson, North Carolina
q	 Duke University — Durham, North Carolina
q	 Furman University — Greenville, South Carolina
q	 Johnson C. Smith University — Charlotte, North Carolina

please note

Before applying for a grant in this category, all applicants must contact 

Endowment staff member Gene Cochrane or Susan McConnell. Also, 

many projects in Higher Education are anticipated to fall within the 

area of Strengthening Organizations.
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grant application questions

	 1:	 What problem or opportunity will the program address?

	 2: 	 What geographic area does the program serve? 

	 3:	 How many individuals within this area are affected by the problem or the opportunity?

	 4:	 Who are the individuals the program will serve? How are they different from the general population  
of the geographic service area?

	 5: 	 What is the proposed program? Please summarize the plan.

	 6:	 What proven approach or method will be used to achieve stated results? Please highlight key aspects  
and activities.

	 7:	 What is the evidence of success for this approach or method?

	 8:	 What assumptions are being made about the needed intensity and duration of the services to ensure results 
for participants?

	 9:	 What are the key factors that will make the program sustainable over time?

	 10:	 Identify those results the school is committed to achieving. What specific measures will define success?

	 11:	 How many individuals will the proposed program help? How many of them are expected to achieve the 
results that define success?

	 12:	 What is the school’s past success? What has the school achieved in the past three years for  
the population the program plans to help now?

	 13:	 Of the individuals achieving success, how many could potentially achieve the same outcome without  
the intervention? (At least some individuals would presumably achieve success without the program.)

	 14:	 What broader gains and benefits could result from the program’s success and be considered as part of  
the program’s “return on investment”? 

	 15:	 How will the institution know the program’s results have been achieved? What information or evidence 
will be used to verify success?

	 16:	 After the first nine months of this program, what predictive factors will indicate the program is on course?

	 17:	 Who will lead the program and be responsible for achieving results? What characteristics in that leader 
most predict success?

	 18:	 In what ways will the school support the program leader? Please be specific about resources available  
and committed.

	 19:	 Who will be the key people delivering the program? What factors demonstrate their ability to achieve  
the intended results?

	 20:	 Are there any partners critical for success? If so, please list them, indicate what role they must play  
to achieve success and include evidence that they are committed to the role.
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guidance & examples

challenge or opportunity

Question 1:		  What problem or opportunity will the program address?

Guidance:	 State the problem or opportunity clearly. Frame it not as a general needs statement, but 
specifically in terms of those who will be affected: those challenged by a problem or in need of 
an opportunity. Cite existing data and expert estimates (online sources are acceptable). It is not 
necessary to justify the importance or national impact of the problem or opportunity. 

Example:	 We will address the significantly low achievement levels at these schools. It is difficult for students 
who underperform in elementary school to get back on track in middle school and high school. 
Over 60 percent of African American males are consistently one or more grade levels behind, 
often for multiple years. The predicted dropout rate for these students is very high. In the last 
four years, 76 percent of African American males arriving to high school at least one grade level 
behind in core literacy have dropped out.

	 Ironically, these conditions create opportunity. The University can and should be part of the 
solution. The opportunity is motivation for students and faculty to take action.

grant profile

Institution: 	 ABC University

Seeking: 	 Investment to develop an educational program for children and parents in a low-income 
neighborhood adjacent to its campus

Objective: 	 To improve academic achievement in two failing elementary schools and one low-performing 
middle school. A strong emphasis is on closing the gap between school readiness and 
performance between white students and students of color.

Background: 	 The program is envisioned as a three- to five-year partnership (at the least) and the institution  
is requesting $300,000 per year for the first three years. The focus of the program is on  
the neighborhood and aligning community resources to work with schools — dramatically 
changing results.
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Question 2:		  What geographic area does the program serve? 
Question 3:		  How many individuals within this area are affected by the problem or the opportunity?

Guidance:	 Briefly define the area to be served in specific terms of neighborhoods, cities, or other units. 
Use available resources to identify the number of individuals that may be impacted within the 
proposed service area. 

Example:	 We work with the Gerry Elementary, Wilson Elementary and Maggs Middle School — serving 
the neighborhoods of South End, Darrow and Greenleaf. These neighborhoods are clearly defined 
by the city of Brozon in its community development plans. While 95 percent of the elementary 
schools’ enrollment comes from these neighborhoods, Maggs Middle School draws approximately 
20 percent of its 500 students from outside the neighborhoods.

	 Last school year, 390 students (40 percent) in these three schools tested at least one grade level 
behind in core literacy and/or mathematics.  

Question 4:		  Who are the individuals the program will serve? How are they different from the general 
population of the geographic service area? 

Guidance:	 It is important that a program define the people to benefit from a particular approach. This 
question will help assess if the organization fully considered its treatment, approach, intervention 
or program from the perspective of those it will aim to serve. Use this section to describe barriers 
and challenges and relate them to cost. Address the assets and strengths of the participants on 
which success can be built. 

Example:	 Unlike the general student body, the students on which we will focus are at least one grade level 
behind in core literacy and/or mathematics. Over 80 percent of them qualify for free or reduced 
cost lunch. Sixty-five percent are minority — 40 percent African American, 25 percent Hispanic.

	 In addition to demographic, ethnic and socio-economic distinctions, these students share the 
reality of being aware of their distinctions. As a result, common characteristics include lower 
expectations, higher attraction to non-school related activities, and increased involvement in 
gangs, drugs, and the juvenile justice system. 
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program

Question 5:		  What is the proposed program? Please summarize the plan.
Question 6:		  What proven approach or method will be used to achieve stated results? Please highlight  

key aspects and activities.

Guidance:	 Describe the logic and process for achieving the desired results. If helpful, illustrate the process 
with a few key sequential steps. Do not provide a general program description or work plan. Share 
how the logic and process connect with the program’s goals and tactics. 

Example:	 Our program employs strategies designed to build core literacy and mathematics, reasoning and 
analytical skills. It comprises before- and after-school tutoring and mentoring, as well as weekend 
and summer activities. The program is tailored to heavily utilize what we see as one of its greatest 
resources, ABC students.

	 Our program is an intervention-based approach designed to go deeper and further than general 
education “enrichment” models. Key elements include:
q	 A strong alignment with in-school activities. We will partner with teachers as a resource  

for ensuring students pass critical aptitude tests. 
q	 An outcome-based approach that sets clear annual achievement targets. Targets will be 

aggressive, designed to recover academic ground and will be shared with teachers, ABC 
students, other mentors, and the students themselves.

q	 A data-driven approach that measures benchmark assessment results against in-school and 
out-of-school activities. 

q	 A focus on maximizing the supports within each student’s life. As part of that, we may 
integrate physical health and mental health resources, family counseling, and other social 
and human services. Our program is defined not by our services (e.g., an after-school 
program), but by its ability to enable students to achieve at grade level. 

Question 7:		  What is the evidence of success for this approach or method?

Guidance:	 In many cases, a proposed approach is defined as research- or evidence-based due to its established 
track record. Please tell us how and why your approach has been successful. Please provide a link 
or citation for any evidence of past success. (The examples used here are fictitious.)

Example:	 Our intervention approach is proven to be effective. Here are URL links to the specific 
assumptions we make:
q	 www.abcreports.com reflects the higher achievements from before- and after-school 

programs that link directly to classrooms.
q	 www.xyzevaluation.org shows the evidence for a comprehensive approach that covers  

all dimensions, including health. 
q	 www.123intervention.org reflects a program whose documented success uses an 

intervention model rather than a sense of gentler enrichments. 
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Question 8:		  What assumptions are being made about the needed intensity and duration of the services to 
ensure results for participants?

Guidance: 	 Experience shows that some programs fail not because of flawed approaches, but because they are 
implemented without the intensity or duration necessary to make a lasting difference. Take this 
opportunity to explain what is needed to achieve long-term impact.

Example:	 Our goal is to have a profound and lasting impact on each student with whom we work. Our 
philosophy is one of quality over quantity — fewer students being well-served is more effective 
than more students being marginally served. We believe that critical to achieving this impact is 
frequent engagement from the onset. During the initial months of a school year, we will work to 
connect with each student at least four times per week. 

	
	 We also operate according to the premise that achieving profound and lasting impact requires 

more than just academic support. We strive to help students overcome all obstacles to their 
success. If obesity derails a student’s academic achievement, we will bring the resources necessary 
to address it. If a student can’t afford books, we will make sure that situation is rectified.

Question 9:		  What are the key factors that will make the program sustainable over time?

Guidance:	 The Endowment is most interested in programs that, if successful, are sustainable. Please note 
program or organizational factors likely to influence sustainability — including demand for the 
program, long-term funding potential, and ability to improve over time. Consider:
q	 Finances: trends, events, other factors that influence your financial viability, including 

enough cash to operate. Contribution base and cost control are both important factors to the 
Endowment. 

q	 Leadership: include internal change agents, recent anticipated departures of key personnel 
and gaps in capacity.

q	 Program achievement: the extent to which your achievements will make the institution 
more competitive.

q	 Comparative positioning: the recognition of the institution’s “brand” within the service area.

Example:	 The most important factors in our sustainability are academic achievement of the students and 
cost-effectiveness. As an outcome-based program, we will track our achievement closely — always 
evaluating it against our expenses and identified objectives. 

	 In addition, we will work with University leaders to build the systems necessary for ongoing 
effectiveness, which may include incentivizing participation and rewarding students, faculty  
and staff. 
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results

Question 10:		  Identify those results the school is committed to achieving. What specific measures will  
define success?

Guidance:	 It’s important to differentiate between activities and results. For example, participants reading 
materials and completing a program are activities. Participants changing their behavior based on 
what they read or do is a result. This distinction is critical as programs most often succeed when 
behaviors change. Focus on transformations in behavior and changes in conditions — not on 
program activities or level of satisfaction. Please use the people currently served to frame the way 
many might be impacted by the proposed program. 

Example:	 We are committed to academic achievement. We intend to help 150 students increase by at least 
a full grade level in the first year. For students two or more grade levels behind, achievement 
projections may be lower in years two and three. We find that it’s often easy to create immediate 
impact (especially with students starting from an extremely low achievement base), but sustaining 
large-scale improvement is often more difficult.

	 In all cases we are committed to building the skills necessary for ongoing academic achievement 
and lifelong learning. 

Question 11:		  How many individuals will your proposed program help? How many of them are expected to 
achieve the results that define success?

Guidance:	 Please use specific numbers. Rather than ranges, select numbers that reflect the minimal 
anticipated results. This is a helpful format: Of the ____ people we will help, we anticipate  
that ____ people will achieve the result stated in our response to question 10.

Example:	 Of the 390 students currently achieving below grade level, we will work with and help 200.  
Of those, we anticipate that 150 will achieve the results stated in question 10.

Question 12:		  What is the schools’s past success? What has the school achieved in the past three years for 
the population the program plans to help now?

Guidance:	 As with results, focus on actual improvements in lives of a specific number of persons rather 
than the services offered to them. If this program is less than three years old, include all past 
achievements.

Example:	 While we use a proven program (see question 6), it has not been applied at our institution  
in the past. The persons we list below as playing key roles, however, have proven track records  
in critical areas.



guide to applying for grants

the duke endowment

www.dukeendowment.org

improving liveshigher education

page 8 of 10

Question 13:		  Of the individuals achieving success, how many could potentially achieve the same outcome 
without the intervention? (At least some individuals would presumably achieve success 
without the program.)

Guidance:	 Program success is in part defined by achieving a more positive result than would have occurred 
without the program. Provide any specific information available, including trends and expert 
opinions, that indicates the number of people likely to achieve the same positive results without 
the proposed program.  

Example:	 Both trend data and insights from guidance counselors in these three schools suggest that of the 
200 students with whom we will work, it is likely that no more than 40 will reach grade level 
given all existing programs. Thus, we expect to help 110 students achieve at levels they would not 
otherwise experience. 

Question 14:		  What broader gains and benefits could result from the program’s success and be considered as 
part of the program’s “return on investment”? 

Guidance:	 Consider broader benefits such as:
q	 Life cycle cost savings from solving a problem
q	 The value of model-building and economies of scale
q	 Identifying ways to reduce significant, long-term costs

	 Please be specific. The Endowment is most interested in specific benefits for people and the 
organizations that support them. 

Example:	 The impact of 150 more students achieving at or above grade level will:
a.	 Greatly enhance each student’s earning power. In their lifetimes, high school graduates earn 

over $800,000 more than those who drop out.
b.	 Greatly reduce cost to government. Payroll and income taxes add revenue while reducing 

the need for public assistance. This “swing” can be over $1 million per person over a lifetime.
c.	 Lead to major gains in health and quality of life. As a preventative approach, investment in 

academic achievement costs far less than reactionary approaches by nearly all measurements, 
including overall health and financial stability. 
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tracking success

Question 15:		  How will the institution know the program’s results have been achieved? What information or 
evidence will be used to verify success?

Guidance:	 Use existing databases or existing measurement instruments. Rely on observations, others’ reports 
or self-reported behaviors (less reliable).

Example:	 For those grades required to take the NCAT, we will use the test to measure academic 
achievement. For all other grades, we will use Stanford assessments.

Question 16:		  After the first nine months of this program, what predictive factors will indicate the program  
is on course?

Guidance:	 Rather than depending on financial reports and updated work plans, the Endowment requires 
documentation of interim success points, or milestones.

	 One milestone approach connects current behaviors to future gains. This milestone defines which 
key behaviors indicate that participants are demonstrating new skills which predict future success. 

	 Another milestone approach connects key activities to participant achievements. For example, a 
key activity might be participation in training. The milestone would define how participants use 
new skills after training.

Example:	 We will work with the school district to establish and define benchmark assessments that 
predict future success. We will also track improvements in areas directly linked to academic 
improvement, such as health (e.g., stable blood sugar levels, reduction in hypertension and 
decrease in tooth decay).
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key people and groups

Question 17:		  Who will lead the program and be responsible for achieving results? What characteristics in 
that leader most predict success?

Question 18:		  In what ways will the school support the program leader? Please be specific about resources 
available and committed.

Question 19:		  Who will be the key people delivering the program? What factors demonstrate their ability to 
achieve the intended results?

Guidance:	 Both program leader(s) and organizational support are critical elements in predicting program 
success. People are more powerful than exhaustive plans, a big committee or large sums of money 
in achieving results. Please provide pertinent information about the program leader, how the 
institution will support the program and its leader, and how the key person(s) has demonstrated 
he or she will be able to achieve results.

Example:	 The leader of this program will be Jose Meta, head of ABC University’s Office of Student 
Engagement. Jose has been at ABC for two years and is highly committed to advancing the 
success of these three schools, each of which is located within three blocks of the University. 
Jose has started similar programs at two other colleges, which led to tangible success for students. 
His energy, dedication and ability to engage ABC students are critical to developing a shared 
responsibility for improving the achievement of these schools.

	 The school will support the program leader by reducing his course load during the 
implementation of this program, and part-time administrative assistance will be allocated  
to the program.

	 To date, we have 10 student volunteers — all of whom are self-identified and energized. They 
represent a true cross-section of ethnic and socio-economic backgrounds and their diverse 
political and social viewpoints make them a good fit with a variety of school-aged children. 
Collectively, they have a grade point average above the school’s average.

Question 20:		  Are there any partners critical for success? If so, please list them, indicate what role they  
must play to achieve success and include evidence that they are committed to the role.

Guidance:	 Please focus on groups whose participation and commitment are important to your success.  
A partner is a group whose skills or talents augment or counterbalance your own as a part  
of program delivery.

Example:	 Critical to the success of our program is a strong working relationship with leaders of the Brozon 
School District as well as the principals of Gerry Elementary, Wilson Elementary and Maggs 
Middle School. Please find enclosed the personal statements from the superintendent and these 
principals on their commitments to work with us as an integral resource. 
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the duke endowment

100 north tryon street, suite 3500
charlotte, north carolina 28202-4012

telephone 704.376.0291

 
© 2008 the duke endowment
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The Duke Endowment, located in Charlotte, N.C., 
seeks to fulfill the legacy of James B. Duke  

by enriching lives and communities  
in the Carolinas through higher education, health care, 

rural churches and children’s services.




