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Smathers Libraries On the Books 
Q&A

 B ess de Farber was the Grants Manager for the Libraries. Bess de Farber has had four ca-
reers: as a musician, and arts and culture administrator; as a program officer managing 
grant awards for Arts & Cultural, Social Services, and Human and Race Relations Pro-
grams; as a consultant for nonprofit organizations seeking grant funding; and as an ac-

ademic research development professional at the University of Arizona and the University of Florida. 
She has provided grantseeking instruction and collaboration workshops to thousands of library staff, 
nonprofit and academic professionals, artists, and university students in the past 32 years, and has led 
efforts to secure millions in grant funding for nonprofits and academic libraries. Bess is the author of 
two books on grantseeking, Collaborative Grant-Seek-
ing: a Practical Guide for Librarians, and Creating Fund-
able Grant Proposals: Profiles of Innovative Partnerships, 
and coauthor of a third, Collaborating with Strangers: 
Facilitating Workshops in Libraries, Classes, and Non-
profits. She holds a Bachelor of Music from the Uni-
versity of Southern California, and a Master of Non-
profit Management from Florida Atlantic University. 
	 In this interview, we hear from Bess as she shares 
stories of grants management at UF, collaboration cre-
ation, and her books. 
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What is a unique part of your job at UF? 

	 Co-creating proposals with personnel in the Libraries—often 
from the first conversation about the idea to the determinatio 
of the feasibility of a proposal concept, and ultimately to sub-
mission of fundable proposals—can be a stressful yet consistent-
ly creative undertaking. Using a collaborative approach within 
the Libraries and external partners, and the insistence of sound 
and reasonable budget requests, we are able to add significant 
assets that turn ideas for projects into competitive proposals.

What things are you most proud of for your time at UF?

	 Since January 2020 (until December 31, 2021), our submitted proposed projects all received 
full funding awards or remain pending. This is an extraordinary achievement for any single 
organization and it occurred during a pandemic, in which I worked remotely and within a 
32-hour work week. The dedication of employees combined with our collaborative culture of 
building competitive, fundable proposals during this time synchronized to create an historic 
feat within the Libraries grantseeking program. For specific projects, I’m proud of the Coral 
Way Elementary digital project that captures the memories and primary documents of the 
first public bilingual school in the country, in which I participated in the first year of the pro-
gram (1963). Also seeing the number of proposals that supported the facilitation of CoLAB 
Workshops either as standalone workshops or as part of larger projects was very rewarding. 
And of course, being granted and participating in completing the National Endowment for 

the Humanities (NEH) Challenge Grant award with Re-
becca Jefferson to raise new endowment funds for future 
acquisition, digitization, and preservation of Jewish im-
migrant stories of Caribbean, Latin American, and Flor-
ida residents was truly a highlight. Especially gratifying 
was the accessioning of my families’ papers into the Price 
Library of Judaica Collections as part of this project.

http://www.ufdc.ufl.edu/source
https://ufdc.ufl.edu/IR00008222/00001/
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We’ve seen how much you love bringing people together.  
How did you get started in partnerships? 

	 As a program officer providing technical assistance and training 
to nonprofit organization applicants, and then stewarding the ap-
plications, review processes, and awards, I noticed many missed 
opportunities for leveraging organizations’ assets and reducing 
duplication of effort. It was frustrating to read applications from 

nonprofits that didn’t take advantage of existing knowledge, 
space, programs, expertise, and equipment. And then, in the 
early 1990s, I attended a book talk by one of the authors 
of Building Communities from the Inside Out, and discov-
ered that my asset-based community development ideas 
matched with the project development methods described 
in this book. Through my company, ASK Associates, I began 
applying these asset-based appreciative inquiry methods 
while providing technical assistance to nonprofit organi-

zation staff and board members to transform their grant appli-
cations into fundable projects. In 2001, a group of philanthropic 
organizations approached me to design a workshop that would 
facilitate real-time collaboration development, not just a work-
shop for teaching theories and practices. This was just after 9/11; 
South Florida funders were struggling to meet the competitive 
needs of small and minority nonprofit organizations, especially. 
We tested the efficacy of the first CoLAB Workshop with 50 orga-
nization representatives over a two-day intensive timeframe. The 
overwhelmingly positive results from the workshop then inspired 
the trademark for the CoLAB Planning Series®. Since that time, 
over 3,500 participants have benefitted through conferences, in 
classes, and in libraries in Florida around the country.

Miami Herald article 
on the first bilingual 
school in the US.

https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00066093/00001/
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Please tell us (about your books and) how you got started in writing books?  

	 My original goal was to write a book about the Collaborating with Strangers Workshops at 
UF, and was unable to secure a publisher. In response to my original book proposal, I was 
offered a contract to write about grantseeking, a topic which at the time I considered too 
expansive to tackle. But, the first book, Collaborative Grantseeking, allowed me to experi-
ment with a format for this how-to book which I then employed in subsequent books. Writ-
ing how-to books is a specific genre which requires deep consideration of how readers will 
engage with the content successfully. My last book was the most enjoyable to write: Creating 
Fundable Grant Proposals—Profiles in Innovative Partnerships. After interviewing colleagues 
in the Libraries about how their ideas for grant projects ma-
terialized, and what happened during the project activities 
after funding was received, I was able to combine my own 
contributions to those projects along with grantseeking in-
sights to create stories about 60 grant-funded projects at 
all levels of funding from an insider’s perspective. Links to 
all of the full proposals and project images offer readers the 
complete experience of seeing these case studies come to 
life. I don’t believe there is another book that achieves this 
level of transparency in sharing the stories of how actual 
grantseeking activities actually unfold.

	 After completing the first book, a proposal to the American 
Library Association Editions made possible the publishing 
of the Collaborating with Strangers book.	

What would you say are your best assets? 

	 As the daughter of immigrants, I’m always interested in 
finding new assets to appreciate and combine in new ways. 
It’s a constant learning process—always on the look out to 
learn from others about their knowledge and experiences—
these become mental files of possibilities for strengthening 
future projects as they come across my desk. 

See more from this interview in the online supplement: 

https://librarypress.domains.uflib.ufl.edu/source-spring-2022-supplement

The Coral Way Bilingual Program | Maria Coady, 
Author & UF Librarians Talk, February 19, 2020.
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