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Competton
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I‘ve got a 
brilliant  idea! Me too!

Galileo

Brian 
Schmidt,
Nobel Prize 2011



Cha耀耀enne!
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The most important telescopes and 
instruments can be heavily oversubscribed. 

Pressure factor at the most important
observatories is > 3 (only 1 
in 3 is approved, or worse) 



How to write an observing proposal

• Why do you want to write a proposal ?
• You have an important scientfc problem 

that needs to be solved
• You have new excitng ideas
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The process
• Call for proposals usually twice a year (likely 

March & September)
• Review of the proposals
• In most cases there are too many proposals, so 

only a small fracton of tme is spent by the TAC 
(tme allocaton commitee) in each proposal. 
Double blind review. Peer review.

• If your proposal is badly prepared, it can easily 
be discarded
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General structure
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1. Title

1. Abstract. Some reviewers may only read this

1. Introducton. Big picture? Why is your science 
interestng? What are the open questons?

1. Scientfc Justfcaton. Why is your observaton 
interestng? How will you do the analysis?

1. Technical Feasibility. Prove the observaton is 
doable. For example, perform S/N estmates, simulate 
spectrum or image, show that source is visible, discuss why 
other facilites couldn’t do the science beter

http://pulsar.sternwarte.uni-erlangen.de/black-hole/1stschool/coursematerial/proposals.pdf



Tsp #1: Don’t be afrasd!

- “I can’t”
- “My science case is not interestng 

enough”
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Tsp #1: Don’t be afrasd!
If you want to make an important 
contributon to Astronomy, don’t be 
afraid of competton
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Pressure factor by te耀escope:
HST, Chandra: 5
/SO: 3
Gemini: 2a



11http://venus.ifca.unican.es/~barcons/JornadaESO2011/02_B.Leibundgut_ESO.pdf

Tsp #2 Don’t wait untl the very last minute ...



Tsp #2
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Don’t wait untl the very last minute ...



Tsp #3: be fexsb耀e wsth your tarnets !
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SMC

LMC

Galactic
center



Tsp #3: be fexsb耀e wsth your tarnets !
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Prediction of demand 2017 for ESO telescopes
http://www.eso.org/sci/observing/phase1/p99/pressure.html



Tsp #4: keep st ssmp耀e!

• TAC (Telescope Allocaton Commitee) 
members are not familiar with all areas, 
especially for small TACs (e.g., Gemini Brazil)

• Don’t be too specifc or too generic 
• /xplain important facts that may be obvious to 

you
Your proposa耀 must be understood by peop耀e 

from other areas
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Tsp #5A. C耀ear 耀annuane: avoid language 
errors and poor readability

• Use grammar check
• Ask somebody familiar with /nglish (If possible 

ask a natve speaker) to check your proposal
• Don’t cheat using a smaller font (dense text)
• Use good fgures

Don’t use uncommon words. For ex: 
“kakorrhaphiophobia”
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Tsp #5B. C耀ear 耀annuane
make your wrstnn excstnn!
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- This project intends to measure the 
mineralogy of the family of asteroids X2a7

Present an excitng story, interestng for many people



Tsp #5B. C耀ear 耀annuane
make your wrstnn excstnn!
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- This project intends to measure the 
mineralogy of the family of asteroids X2a7

- This project will study the family of 
asteroids X2a7, which probably caused 
the extncton of the dinosaurs

Present an excitng story, interestng for many people



Tsp #6: Don’t fornet the 
“Bsn Pscture”

• Why is your topic important in Astronomy? 
• Will it provide insight to other Astronomy areas?
 

At the very 耀east, show the re耀evance of your 
research sn your extended area

What ss the posnt of ana耀yzsnn the na耀axy 
NGC2347 bessdes obtasnsnn sts SFH?

19



Tsp #7: be ambstous
• Why analyzing just another metal-poor star?
• What is the advantage in analyzing just one (1) 

bulge-less galaxy?
 

Show that your project can have a 
ssnnsfcant smpact sn your area

- Larne samp耀e
- Sma耀耀 samp耀e (cou耀d be even just 1) but ussnn 

a new technsque or exp耀orsnn a unsque object

2a0



Tsp #8: Be ambstous BUT 
REALISTIC

• Never promise something that you cannot fulfll
 

Examp耀e: sf you promsse that the observaton of 
one (1) p耀anetary system ws耀耀 a耀耀ow you to 
so耀ve the prob耀em of p耀anet formaton, the 
Te耀escope A耀耀ocaton Commstee (TAC) ws耀耀 not 
be耀seve you

2a1



Tsp #9: show that you can reach 
your asms

• Have previous experience in the area?
• Is the team qualifed to perform the data 

reducton and data analysis?
• If you don’t have any previous experience 

(papers), show that you have the capacity

Examp耀e: show a fnure wsth the expected resu耀ts 
accordsnn to your mode耀s

2a2a



Tsp #10: show a detas耀ed technsca耀 
justfcaton

• You cannot just say that you “think” that a given 
exposure tme is enough. That reasoning ss not 
enounh.

• Use the /TC (exposure tme calculators)
• Justfy the choice of telescope and instrument, 

and your instrument setup
Why ss the snstrument and te耀escope sdea耀 for 

your project?
   

2a3



Tsp #11: Show the prevsous use of 
your tme a耀耀ocatons

(e.g., 2a-year previous allocatons)

• Show that you have done something useful with 
previous data (papers? theses? meetngs?)

• If you didn’t work with the previous data, explain 
the reason (e.g., data reducton in progress, or 
data is useless [why?])

Te耀escope tme ss expenssve
   2a4



Tsp #12: estab耀ssh c耀ear耀y your 耀onn 
term p耀ans

• Not necessary if proposal only lasts 1 semester
• If needed, evaluate the possibility of applying for 

a long term project
• Do not assume that just because you got tme 

once you will get it again next semester for the 
same project

2a5



Tsp #13: Justfy your samp耀e ssze
• Important to justfy the sample size (1, 10, 1000)
 

• Is half the sample enough for your aims? Or 
actually you need twice as many objects?

 

• Be consistent with the numbers. For ex., do not 
menton about 30 objects in the abstract, 35 in 
the text, and 2a5 in the technical justfcaton! 
Inconsistencies → proposal could be rejected 

2a6



Tsp #14: Carefu耀 wsth weakness
 - Controversy? Be careful when discussing hotly 

controversial topics, as some of the TAC 
members may have a diferent opinion than your 
preferred view.

- Too many app耀scatons. It could be benefcial to 
the proposal if the data are useful for additonal 
objectves, but be careful. As you have litle 
space to explain other applicatons, your project 
could be critcized on those parts

2a7



/xample. 

which one is the best ttle ?

• Planets around solar twins: Leveraging high-
accuracy stellar abundance determinatons to trace 
the formaton and evoluton of planetary systems

• Planets around solar twins: tracing planet 
formaton using highly accurate abundance 
determinatons

2a8



2a9

OPC category

Unveiling signatures of planet engulfment in the 
chemical compositon of young solar analogs

/SO proposal

/xample: frst proposal writen by Lorenzo Spina



30

htps://www.eso.org/sci/observing/phase1/p98/opc-categories.html
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It is well known that newly formed planetary systems undergo 
processes of orbital reconfguraton and planet migraton. As a 
result, planets and protoplanetary objects may fall onto the central 
star, being fused and mixed into its external layers. Such episodes 
may alter the chemical compositon of the stellar photosphere. Our 
proposal will provide an excellent opportunity to improve our 
understanding on the incidence of these catastrophic events and 
to investgate the nature, the compositon and the fate of this 
rocky material accreted onto the star, through a precise chemical 
abundance analysis in young stars from the Pleiades, where there 
are chances of detectng the efect of planet engulfment. This will 
be accomplished by using high-resoluton, high- SNR UV/S spectra, 
which will allow us to achieve extremely precise abundances at the 
level of 0.01-0.02a dex, as demonstrated in our previous works
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The ideal tme allocaton to achieve the aims of this project is 2a1h, to ∼

observe all the 11 stellar analogs selected as our targets. A smaller 
allocaton would stll be useful, but less signifcant due to a more restricted 
sample of only 6 targets (preserving our SNR requirements).
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Try to write an exciting proposal (some drama is OK, 
but do not exaggerate):
 

… These catastrophic events may happen more 
frequently during the infancy of planetary systems ...
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Why a cluster?
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Why the Pleiades?

Sample selection

Observations & analysis
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Outcomes of the analysis
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Observsnn proposa耀, dead耀sne 28/Mar/2023
• Write proposal (real or fcttous) for any telescope 

(e.g., Gemini, OPD, Chandra). Use format of the 
facility, or a free format that must include:

1) Title,      2a) Abstract (<= half a page)
3) Science Justfcaton (min ½ page, max 1 page)
4) Additonal: 1 page for fgures or references
5) Technical Justfcaton (< ½ page)
6) Targets: coordinates, brightness, expos. tme
- You must have the approval of your supervisor if you 

intend to submit the project
44



Observing proposal

• Send me the proposal (PDF fle) by March 2a8th 
Brasília midnight, through Moodle (edisciplinas)

 

• Defend your proposal (2a-4 min) on March 2a8th :
Big picture? Why is interestng?
Without slides (only blackboard could be used)
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Suggestons (if you don’t have a target)

• Verify the Skumanich (1972a) rotatonal decay 
law using v sin i in stars of diferent ages (at 
least 2a stars in 3 diferent open clusters). 
Instrument: UV/S/VLT, HDS/Subaru, Graces/Gemini

• Detect metallic lines in the spectrum of a 
white dwarf in a wide binary pair that has a 
planet-hostng star. Instrument: UV/S/VLT, 
HDS/Subaru, Graces/Gemini
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Suggestons (if you don’t have a target)

• Observe contnuously a galaxy (cluster?) to try 
to spot the beginning of a supernova. Any 
small telescope (> 60 cm) with a CCD is fne.

• Observe contnuously the pair of star twins 
ζ1+ζ2a Retculi binary system over one rotaton 
period, to try to understand the diferent 
magnetc actvity

• /xoplanet transit in polarized light
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Suggestons (if you don’t have a target)

• Confrm the RV planet detectons of hot 
Jupiters in the open cluster M67.

MAROON-X at Gemini
• Observe a planet transit in a mult-planet 

system, in order to detect TTV (transit tme 
variaton) 

Photometry with any small (60 cm) telescope 
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