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Steps for completing a grants.gov application package 
In order to complete a grant application package for submission to grants.gov, you complete the 
following steps: 
 

1. Download the application package and directions from the grants.gov website to your local 
hard drive. 

2.  Rename the .pdf file with the WHOI proposal number followed by the file extension .pdf. Use 
an underscore in place of the period in the proposal number. 

3. Open the .pdf file with Adobe Acrobat.  
4. Complete forms and attach files – all attachments should be PDF files. 
5. Save, Save, Save your work – it does not autosave anything for you. 
6. Click the ‘Check for Errors’ button. 
7. Print all forms and attachments 
8. Create and complete a Green Sheet 
9. Route the paper version of the proposal for signatures 
10. Send the paper version of the proposal to GCS 
11. Dept Admin uploads the .pdf file to the GCS website 

Grants.gov Tutorials on preparing an application 
At the grants.gov website, click: 
 Applicant Resources in the left side menu. 
The two most helpful printed resources are found under User Guides. 
 (PDF documents that are regularly updated) 

– Applicant User Guide  
 and 
– Find and Apply for Grant Opportunities 

 
   

 
 
 
 



WHOI grants.gov Cheat Sheet 

9/16/2009 2

 

 
 
http://grants.gov/assets/FindApplyUserGuide.pdf 
 
In addition to printed manuals, there are animated tutorials available. One goes through the steps 
necessary to fill in a grants.gov package. Note: they specifically tell you first to fill in the cover page 
and then the SF424 (whatever flavor is in your package) so that data will populate to other places in 
the application package. 

 
 

 
 
http://grants.gov/flash/GDGApplication/index.htm 
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WHOI specifics about grants.gov applications 

1. Saving and Acrobat 
Once you have found the application package you want, download both the instructions and the 
package to your local hard drive (usually c:). 
  
Check to make sure you have a compatible version of Acrobat installed on your computer. Grants.gov 
has a test you can run here: http://grants.gov/applicants/AdobeVersioningTestOnly.jsp 
 
If you use a non-compatible version, your application may be rejected. Best practice is to use the same 
version of Acrobat to create all documents attached to the package as well as to fill in the application 
package itself. 
 
Big ‘Gotcha’ #1: If you receive .pdf files from someone else, make sure you re-distill them in Acrobat 
so that you have consistent pdf formats in all your documents. Do NOT trust anyone else’s pdf – 
especially if the files come from another institution – chances are it is different than what you have. 
 
Big ‘Gotcha’ #2: All attachments need to be .pdf files. Do NOT attach other formats unless it is 
specifically called for in the RFP. Attaching Word or Excel files can lead to declines/rejections by the 
agency. There may be rare times an agency specifically calls for a different format, but it is just that: 
An Extremely Rare Occurrence. Stick to .pdf and play it safe. 
 
SAVE the package to your hard drive with the proposal number in the name.  
Do NOT work on an application package on a shared or network drive. When working in an 
application package, you must save your work periodically. The application package has a button to 
use at the top of the form. Always save the package to your local hard drive. 
 

 

2. Naming Convention for the application package: 
Grants.gov rules for filenames: 
• Do NOT include spaces in the filename. 
• Do NOT include any special characters in the filename either.  
• Maximum length for your application’s filename is 50 characters, including the ‘.pdf’. 
 
The WHOI convention for naming grants.gov application packages is as follows: 

 2-character code for department followed by the proposal number, then an underscore 
followed by the submission number,  followed by another underscore and the PI’s last name, 
then ‘.pdf’. 

 
Example: 12345.03  is going to be submitted via grants.gov. The pdf application package will be 
named: DR12345_03_Wonderful.pdf  
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Do NOT 
 check this box! 

3. Cover Page 
 

On the cover page: please follow the convention of: 
 WHOI Proposal No 12345.00, PI name 
 (Abbreviating the first/middle names is fine) 

 

 
Save your work and then proceed to the SF424 form. 

4. SF 424 Form: Standard or Boilerplate Content 
The ‘Applicant Identifier’ field needs to be filled in with the WHOI proposal number and PI name – 
this field is not always found in the same location: it depends on the form included in your application 
package. In our sample, it is located in Section 2. 
 
Section 5 contains the standard WHOI boilerplate with DUNS number and is the first place that the 
contact information for the Director of Grant and Contract Services appears. 
 
Section 6 is our EIN. 
 
Big ‘Gotcha’ #3: DUNS & EIN are to be entered as numbers only – no dashes or spaces, and please 
double-check your typing as if there is a typo, it is the wrong number and the submission will be 
rejected by grants.gov.  

 
 
 
In Section 7, WHOI is always the choice ‘M’ shown above: “Nonprofit with 501C3 IRS Status (Other 
than Institution of Higher Education)”  
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In Section 8, please remember to select the application type and answer the yes/no question. 
 

 
The title you enter in Section 11 should match the Green Sheet and the submission title in 
WHOIgrants.  
 
The dates in Section 12 are those for the entire period of performance and should match the 
Submission and Frozen Version start and end dates.  
 
The information for the lead PI (A1) is entered into Section 14.  This is where the PI’s office address 
and department fax numbers appear. 
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Section 15 is asking for the total for the period of performance of this submission. 
In Section 16, select ‘No’ and ‘Program is not covered by E.O. 12372’. 
 

 
 
Section 17: Check the box! I Agree!   
 
Section 18 is left blank. 
 
 
Section 19 is the place where the complete contact information for the Director of Grant and Contract 
Services is entered. 
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5. Entering Budget and Other Details 
 
Big ‘Gotcha’ #4: When completing the budget details by period, you may have clicked ‘Next Period’ 
too many times and have extra periods that you do not need.  

 
 
Clicking the ‘Check for Errors’ button will find this for you when you think you are finished by 
finding fields that are not filled in. You need to DELETE unneeded periods from the budget pages 
before submitting your package to GCS. They cannot submit to grants.gov with blank budget periods. 
 
Delete unneeded periods using the ‘Delete Entry’ button found on the budget pages. 

 
 
Big ‘Gotcha’ #5: Budget Justifications. Every period needs to show the budget justification’s pdf file 
in Section K. The latest versions of the SF424 have corrected an earlier error and now will populate 
the name of the budget justification file in each period as long as you enter it for period 1 and 
BEFORE creating additional budget years. 
Remember: If you are having trouble adding another period, please check to make sure you have 
attached a file as the Budget Justification. There is ONE Budget Justification for the package, but the 
filename is referenced on each period’s budget detail pages.  

 
 
Big ‘Gotcha’ #6: Project/Performance Site Location Form 
Make sure you enter the Congressional District as follows: MA-010  

 
 
Cognizant Federal Agency Information: When completing the budget, you need to remember to 
complete the ‘Cognizant Federal Agency’ field. The proper information is shown below: 
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6. UPLOADING THE APPLICATION PACKAGE: 
GCS will not submit your proposal via grants.gov without having received the paper copy of the 
proposal with the necessary signatures on the Green Sheet. 
 

A web form has been developed to allow departmental users to upload the 
application package file and some identifying information about it. GCS will 
receive an email when you have submitted the file and will download it to 
their computers for review.  
 
The web form is found off the GCS website in ‘Proposal Guides’  
‘Grants.gov’  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
After you Click the ‘Submit’ button, a page will open telling you the upload was successful. You will 
also receive an email confirming your upload. 
 
GCS will also receive an email notifying them of your file upload. 
 
Once GCS has reviewed and approved the application package, and after the paper copy has been 
received with all signatures, GCS will submit the application package to grants.gov. GCS will email 
the department a copy of the confirmation of submission from grants.gov. 
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7. Errors and Rejections by grants.gov 
 
When the Submission is NOT Validated, WHOI gets a Rejection email.  In those cases, you have to 
correct the error and start all over again with the submission process.  A completely new GRANT 
tracking number will be assigned. Some examples we have seen: 

 
 

1. Error Message to GCS: Error: A form attached to one of the forms in your submission is not the 
required form. Please verify that you have attached the correct form. For example, the RR 
Subaward Budget Attachments form requires that an RR Budget form be attached. 

 
This error message may be caused by: 
 

a. Some part of the Application Package was received from a subrecipient and there was 
something incompatible – which could not be identified.  Completely redoing those 
budgets, etc at WHOI in the same version of Adobe as the rest of the package fixed the 
problem (after 8 attempts to submit!). 

 
b. The application was rejected due to the fact that "attached" pdf files had spaces in the 

name. 
 

2. Sometimes there is a box to check if  “submitting as an individual or as an institution”.  WHOI 
NEVER checks this box. One time the “individual” box was checked and GCS was not authorized 
as the ACO for this package. 

 
3. GCS gets the same reason for the rejection –not authorized as the ACO – when there is a typo in 

our DUNS number. 
 
4. GCS received a rejection by the funding agency because there was a non-PDF attachment in the 

package. DO NOT attach anything but pdf files that you have distilled yourself.  
 
 
 
To fix errors, the grants.gov Help Desk gave GCS the following information: 

You must... 
   1. Open your application package  
   2. Delete all attached files that are offending 
   3. Save and Close the application 
   4. Rename all of your pdf files that will be attached - if spaces are needed use _ 

(underscore) not space 
   5. Reopen the application and reattach properly named pdf files 
   6. Resend to GCS and we will resubmit the application and get new tracking number, 

etc. 
 

 


