


THE APPALACHIAN REGIONAL COMMISSION
(ARC) is an economic development partnership entity of the 
federal government and 13 state governments focusing on 423 
counties across the Appalachian Region. ARC’s mission is to 
innovate, partner, and invest to build community capacity and 
strengthen economic growth in Appalachia to help the Region 
achieve socioeconomic parity with the nation.

READY Appalachia is an ARC initiative that helps Appalachian 

communities, organizations and individuals obtain the skills, 
knowledge and resources necessary to strengthen their local 
economies. Offerings include training and funding access, with 
special emphasis on serving Appalachia’s most economically 
distressed counties. The READY Local Governments training 
program is designed to help local government officials better 
identify, secure, manage and implement federally funded 
economic development projects to maximize positive 
outcomes. 

The curriculum was created in partnership with GrantWorks and 
CO.STARTERS to provide a nine-week virtual cohort-based 
training at no-cost to participants. While the content has been 
developed with local governments in mind, it is relevant to 
many types of organizations doing important economic 
development work in grant application development.







TYPES OF FEDERAL GRANTS 

Federal grants come in various types, each serving specific purposes and addressing 

different needs. Some common types of federal grants include: 

Competitive Grants: This is most likely what comes to mind when you think of 

federal grants. Applicants submit proposals, then the granting agency evaluates and 

selects recipients based on specific criteria. Grants are awarded based on the merit 

of the proposed project and how well it achieves the agency's aims. 

Formula Grants: Formula grants aim to ensure a fair distribution of funds. Funds 

are allocated to predetermined awardees based on formulas tied to demographic 

or economic factors like population size, income levels, or the recipients' specific 

needs. 

Continuation Grants: A continuation grant is a follow-up or renewal grant that 

extends the financial support for a project beyond its initial funding period. 

Pass-Through Grants: Sometimes a federal agency will provide funds to a state or 

local government who then re-grants-"passes through"-the federal funds to 

the ultimate recipients, who are responsible for implementing specific projects or 

programs. 

The focus of this course will be on how to apply for competitive grants. 

PROJECTS ELIGIBLE FOR GRANT FUNDING 

Federal grant programs fund a broad range of projects to address specific national 

priorities and public needs. While available grants and priorities vary from agency 

to agency and may shift over time, they have one thing in common: they all fund 

public benefit projects.  

Updated list to be provided by contractor in FY 2026.
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TIP: 

Most states have 
pass-through 
funds available to 
local governments 
in the form of 

CDBG (community 
development block 

grant) funds. If 
you aren't already 
leveraging these, you 
should look into them. 
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Grant Brainstorm 

1.4 I Project Identification + Selection 

 

ACTIVITY: Grant Brainstorm 

Use the Grant Brainstorm template to come up with potential project 

ideas that would be eligible for grant funding. For each area of ARC's 

focus, come up with at least one potential project that would help 

your community address a real need. 

Share a couple of your ideas with your cohort. 

SETTING PRIORITIES 
(45 minutes) 

A common mistake is trying to do too many things at once. It can feel like the 

needs are so great that they all need to be addressed! The danger in this type 

of thinking is that the more items you tackle at the same time, the less focused 

you'll be. 

The truth is, you only have so much time, energy, and resources. To succeed, you 

must identify what is most critical, strategic, or important to do at the moment. 

Focusing on the most strategic project wi II get you further faster and provide 

the runway upon which to build future projects. 
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So far we've looked at your community from your particular vantage point­

stretching to try to understand the constituents impacted. However, all the work 

we've done so far relies on your assumptions of what the community needs. 

How do we know if a perceived need is real? 

HAVE ONE·ON·ONE MEETINGS 

Sometimes, it's as simple as a conversation. 

ACTIVITY: Example Conversation 

Listen to the two different conversations. In your cohorts discuss: 

Which conversation was more effective? Why? 

A few tips for getting the most out of your conversations: 

Ask about the problem. Local governments exist to solve problems for 

constituents. Something isn't working as well as it could, or some desire isn't being 

met. You can learn a lot by focusing your attention on the problem itself instead of 

how you plan to solve it. 

Probe into their current patterns. Another way to discover what they want is to 

ask about what they are currently doing. If they are truly experiencing a problem, 

they'll be doing something about it. Even if it isn't ideal. 

Get them to dream. The magic really happens when you get them to dream about 

what could be. Create the space for them to share their deepest desires and wishes. 

If there were no limits, what would they envision? 
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TIP: 

Similar to general 
community meetings, 

consider holding focus 
groups for specific 
topics (housing, 
transportation, 
economic 
development...) and 
invite stakeholders 
with special expertise 
on the topic at hand. 
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ACTIVITY: Plan Your "Customer" Conversations 

Going back to the Portrait template of your ideal "customer," think of 

three people you know like that person who you could talk with this 

week. Write their names down below. 

____________ is like my ideal "customer" 

____________ is like my ideal "customer" 

____________ is like my ideal "customer" 

Then, write down three questions you should ask to get the stories 

that tell you what your customer truly needs. 

QUESTIONS TO ASK: 

1. ______________________ _ 

2. ______________________ _

3. ______________________ _

CONDUCT COMMUNITY MEETINGS 

While one-on-one conversations will provide deep insight, it can be hard to conduct 

these with every resident in your community. Community meetings allow you to 

hear from many people at once, while having several additional benefits such as: 

Community Engagement: Community meetings provide a platform for residents to 

actively participate in decision-making processes. Engaged community members 

feel a sense of ownership and involvement, which can lead to more successful and 

sustainable initiatives. 

Deeper Understanding of the Local Context: Th rough direct interaction, you gain 

a deeper understanding of the unique challenges, opportunities, and dynamics 

within the community. This firsthand knowledge helps tailor solutions to better fit 

the local context. 

Building Trust: Regular community meetings build trust between leaders, 

organizers, and community members. Open and transparent communication helps 

establish credibility and fosters a sense of collaboration and partnership. 

Identifying Priorities: Because of their interactive nature, community meetings 

allow you to identify the most pressing needs and priorities of the community. This 

information is crucial for resource allocation, strategic planning, and grant writing. 
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ACTIVITY: Effective Community Meetings 

Think of your experiences participating in community meetings­

both good and bad. In your cohorts, discuss best practices for 

running community meetings. What makes for an effective meeting? 

What sort of practices should be implemented? What should be 

avoided? Any tips for the other communities in your group? 

DEPLOY A SURVEY 

Another tactic is to administer a survey to gather feedback from the community. 

Several benefits include: 

Quantitative Data: Surveys are effective for gathering quantitative data and 

measurable insights. They allow for statistical analysis, making it easier to identify 

trends, patterns, and statistically significant findings. 

Anonymity: Respondents get to share their opinions anonymously. This can 

encourage individuals to express their views honestly. 

USE EXISTING RESEARCH+ DATA 

Opinions are helpful, but data can help back up what you learn from the community 

(and help you create a compelling case for why a project is needed I)_ Really, any sort 

of study can be helpful to inform local priorities, but to get you started, pull 

together information from any of the following sources: 

Demographic Data: Analyzing demographic data, such as population growth, 

age distribution, and income levels, provides insights into the composition of the 

community and its evolving needs. 

Economic Data: Understanding the local economic landscape, including 

employment rates, business growth, and industry trends, helps identify 

opportunities for economic development projects. 

Infrastructure and Public Services: Assessing the condition of existing 

infrastructure (roads, bridges, utilities) and public services (schools, healthcare, 

emergency services) helps prioritize maintenance, upgrades, or new projects. 
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TIP: 

Consider conducting 
surveys with targeted 
groups, like health 
and human service 
providers. They know 
community needs 
because they're out in 
the community every 
day. 
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TIP: 

Check out the Data 
Sources resource in 
Course 3 for some 
available federal data 
sets that might help. 

Other sources you 
may want to look 
into include the 
United Way, as well 
as regional planning 

agencies and 
universities in the 
region. 

You'll also want to 
consult your region's 
Comprehensive 
Economic 
Development Strategy 
(CEDS), a plan that 
outlines how the 
region will grow 
and improve its 
economy. In addition 
to providing an 
analysis of conditions 
and challenges, it 
out Ii nes strategies to 
address them. These 
strategies can cover 
a wide range of areas, 
including workforce 
development, 
infrastructure 
investment, 
business retention 
and expansion, 
entrepreneurship 
support, and more. 

1.12 I Project Identification + Selection 

Transportation Studies: Analyzing transportation patterns and conducting traffic 

studies can inform decisions about road improvements, public transit projects, and 

ped estrian/cyc I is t in frastru ctu re. 

Land Use Planning: Understanding current land use patterns and future growth 

projections helps guide decisions on zoning, land development, and the allocation 

of space for various purposes. 

Public Health Data: Examining health indicators and public health data helps 

identify areas that may require interventions or improvements, such as healthcare 

facilities, recreational spaces, or programs promoting healthy lifestyles. 

Crime Statistics: Analyzing crime data assists in identifying areas with higher 

crime rates, informing decisions related to community safety, law enforcement 

resources, and crime prevention programs. 

ACTIVITY: Data Sources 

Think about the community data you have available to you already. 

In the space below, jot down some of the sources you can consult to 

learn more about community needs and opportunities. 

BUILD A PROJECT TEAM 
(10 minutes) 

Even though you're only in the ideation stage of figuring out your project, it's never 

too early to start pulling together your grant "team." Making sure the right people 

are involved from the start will give you the edge in both crafting your application 

and executing your project. Various roles will need to be filled, including 

Project Leader: The project leader is responsible for the overall design and 

execution of the project. This person is often the primary contact with the funding 

agency. 

Specialists: Depending on the complexity of the project, there may be specialists 

who contribute specific expertise or resources to the project. 
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