
WORK PLAN

This tutorial focuses on Weeks 5 and 6 of the proposed 
schedule. If you have been following the suggested 
guidelines, at this point you will have drafted Sections 
2-6 of the project narrative. In other words, you would 
have spoken with the National Program Leader (NPL) to 
confirm that your topic fits within one of the topic areas 
of interest to the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA). 
You would then have drafted the following sections: 
(2) Responsiveness to USDA National Institute of Food 
and Agriculture (NIFA) Small Business Innovation 
Research (SBIR) Program Priorities; (3) Identification 
and Significance of the Problem or Opportunity; 
(4) Background and Rationale; (5) Relationship with 
Research or Research and Development; and finally, (6) 
Technical Objectives. With the stage now set, you will 
begin to work on Section 7 – the Work Plan in Week 5. As 
noted in the Request for Applications (RFA), this should 
be a substantial portion of the project narrative and can 
include graphics, tables and charts. As the Work Plan is 
related to the Technical Objectives, it cannot be prepared 
until you have completed the previous sections. We will 
assume that you have done so and will now move on to 
a discussion of the work plan. 

WHAT IS A WORK PLAN?
The purpose of the work plan is to describe, in detail, 
what research or research and development (R&D) will be 
conducted to test the objectives you have identified and 
to determine the technical feasibility of the proposed 
concept. This section should start with a discussion of 
the methodology you will use, clearly indicating why 
this method was selected and is appropriate to test the 
feasibility of the concept. The work plan itself is organized 
around tasks associated with each technical objective. 
For each task, you should identify “who, what, when and 
where”. In other words, for each task, identify what will 
be done, who will do it, when the task will be performed, 
and where the research will take place. People often also 
include a metric for success associated with each task.

USDA Lesson 3
Weeks 5 and 6

CONTACTING SERVICE PROVIDERS TO 
CLOSE GAPS
As you begin to draft the work plan, it is not uncommon 
to surface gaps that relate to people and facilities. In 
other words, you begin to realize that you don’t have 
the appropriate staff or facilities to implement the work 
plan. But don’t panic – you’ve started the proposal 
preparation process early enough that you can still ask 
for help. Contact the service provider with whom you’ve 
been working and discuss the situation. Usually, by 
looking locally or perhaps turning to a USDA Agricultural 
Research Service, one can find what is needed in order to 
complement your team. However, you will need to work 
closely with the service provider as the choices regarding 
people and facilities are your choices and will have a 
budgetary impact.
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With the FY2019 RFA, the USDA began to place greater 
emphasis on commercialization. This emphasis is evident 
in Section 9 of the project narrative. Although you do not 
need to write Section 9 at this time – it is recommended 
that you review those guidelines now, so that you 
understand what you will be asked to address. Again, 
don’t panic if you cannot answer these questions. Include 
a discussion of Section 9 with your service provider 
and see if there is any additional support that they can 
recommend to help gather the information needed to 
write this section during the next couple of weeks.

DRAFTING “RELATED RESEARCH OR 
RESEARCH AND DEVELOPMENT”
The activities that you address in Week 5 will flow over 
into Week 6. Now that you have drafted Sections 2-7 – 
see if you can secure feedback on what you have drafted 
so that the proposal continues to take shape as you 
move forward. In Week 6, you will begin to draft Section 
8. This section, entitled “Related Research or Research 
and Development” can pertain to additional research 
or commercialization activities that your company has 
performed or relate to other offerings available in the 
marketplace. As noted in the guidelines provided by the 
USDA,“It is critical that the applicant make a convincing 
case that the proposed research builds upon previous 
research and, if successful, will lead to the development 
of a new innovation or to substantial improvement of an 
existing product, process, service or technology.”

SECURING LETTERS OF SUPPORT
In Week 6, also begin to consider where you can secure 
Letters of Support. The USDA has expanded the 
guidelines provided on such letters and stresses their 

importance as an indication of market validation and 
technical support for the proposed innovation. Letters of 
Support also demonstrate that the company has initiated 
dialogue with relevant stakeholders including potential 
customers or end users, strategic partners or investors. 
During Week 6, review the USDA’s guidelines on Letters of 
Support and begin to consider from whom you should try 
to obtain them. As it takes a few weeks to secure letters, 
start thinking now about who you will approach, how 
you will approach them, and which categories within the 
stakeholder community they represent. More guidelines 
will be provided on Letters of Support in the next Tutorial.

FORMATTING FOR THE PROJECT 
NARRATIVE
By the end of Week 6, the draft of your project narrative 
will be in fairly good form – lacking only Section 9. In 
the revisions you begin to make, it is now important 
to consider the page limits for the project narrative, as 
well as the type font and style guidelines that the USDA 
provides. To find those guidelines, conduct a keyword 
search in the RFA, searching for the word “font” and they 
can readily be found. In the next Tutorial, we will begin to 
talk about the budget and Grants.gov.

The USDA stresses the importance of 
Letters of Support as an indication of 
market validation and technical support 
for the proposed innovation.

Week Sunday Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday Saturday Sunday

1 Review Topics; select best topic, set up appointment with service providers
2 Start shaping research concept; compose email to NPL, review with service provider
3 Complete required registrations (contact PTAC). Draft Section 2, 3, and 4 of Project Narrative
4 Affirm innovation (citations). Draft sections 5 and 6 of Project Narrative, secure feedback from service provider

5
Draft Section 7 of Project Narrative. Discuss gaps in facilities and team with service provider and assistance 

needed to draft Section 9

6 Draft sections 8 of the Project Narrative, review with service provider. Start discussing letters of support
7
8
9

10
11
12

Suggested 12-Week Implementation Schedule


