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The HumanitiesThe Humanities
carry the voices of one generation to the next 
through the records of human civilization

are the ideas that shape our world and define our 
roles as citizens

ask big questions

American History
World History
Economic History
Political Science
Philosophy
Ethics
History of Art
History of Music
Classical Studies
Religious Studies
Theology
English Literature
Foreign Language
World Literature
History of Science
History of Mathematics

The NEH MissionThe NEH Mission
Because democracy demands wisdom, 
NEH serves and strengthens our Republic by promoting 
excellence in the humanities and conveying the lessons of 
human experience to all Americans.

DO some homeworkDO some homework

Check out recent awards in the 
programs that interest you

Ask for samples of successful 
proposals
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DO read the program DO read the program 
guidelines carefullyguidelines carefully
The description lacks considerable detail 
(and the structure does not seem to 
conform to the grant guidelines). 

This project is worthwhile doing, but 
seems to fall outside the bounds of this 
competition.

DON’T go it aloneDON’T go it alone
Agency help  -- speak to a program officer early 
in the process

Other help --ask a colleague to read and criticize 
your work

OUCH!

Better yet, consult a committee of readers on 
your campus.

Do submit a draft Do submit a draft 
proposalproposal
Give the program officer ample time 
to review materials 

Remain calm as the program officer 
offers suggestions 

Have questions?  Seize the moment.

DO proofread carefullyDO proofread carefully

minor errors chip away at the confidence 
your application should inspire

The proposal rambles a bit and is poorly 
proofread (somewhat troubling for a 
proposal to study literature).

This elegantly-written proposal to explore 
an intrinsically interesting episode has a 
preliminary feel and lacks cohesion.

DON’T wait until the last DON’T wait until the last 
minute to prepare and minute to prepare and 
submit your proposalsubmit your proposal

Grants.gov
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DON’tDON’t forget to explain the forget to explain the 
significance of your project significance of your project 
and its scholarly contentand its scholarly content

The intellectual rationale for this seminar is very 
clear and persuasive. The issue of globalization, 
and in particular the cross-border movement of 
people, is one of the most important of this 
century, and this proposal provides an excellent 
multidisciplinary humanities perspective on this 
phenomenon. 

. . . more
The proposal is very impressive for both its 
substance and clarity: the narrative situates the 
project within historical and theoretical contexts, 
and the bibliography features a reasonable 
number of representative texts from the ancients 
to the present day.

While I find this project rather captivating in 
itself, I am having some difficulty seeing in what 
way it would enhance research, teaching and 
learning.

DO attend to detailsDO attend to details
With no supporting reference letters, it is 
impossible to gauge the department and 
institutional support behind this project.

While the potential is strong, the proposal 
indicates that it has not been as thoroughly thought 
out as one would like. More detail on the plan for 
the sessions should have been provided. The lack 
of a tentative reading list is one indication of this. 
Also, the case for the field trips and the role they 
would play was not sufficiently worked out.

DO include a work plan or   DO include a work plan or   
schedule of activitiesschedule of activities

I wish there was a more detailed outline of the 
proposed research. 

The goals are very worthwhile, but the project is 
not clearly developed. The work load is fairly 
weak. The section of the application that 
reviews project content is too general. This 
application needs a detailed schedule.

DON’T irritate your readersDON’T irritate your readers
Use care in making claims 

Avoid jargon and “terms of art” 

Reality check. I take strong issue with the 
comment that (fill in the blank) studies 
teachers are among the more reflective in 
the academy. I find them, generally, to be 
among the most dogmatic and least 
reflective. 

and more  . . . . and more  . . . . 

Avoid advocacy and “special pleading”

It seems that the motivations for this project may 
be separated into two categories: pedagogical 
and political. Both are noble, in my opinion, but 
the political goal of publicizing the plight of the 
oppressed in [XXX] seems to outweigh the 
pedagogical concerns.
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DON’T forget to describe  DON’T forget to describe  
likely benefits likely benefits 
I think the impact of this program on 
participants will be significant. As 
described, it will offer insights into the 
dynamics of immigration that are not 
readily found in textbooks.
This appears to be an extremely worthy 
application that will impact directly—and 
with powerful implications both in the 
classroom and beyond—undergraduate 
students particularly in need of such 
creative approaches to the subject matter.

DO find out how your proposal DO find out how your proposal 
will be evaluated will be evaluated 

Generic Criteria:

Intellectual Quality
Feasibility
Impact

Program Specific Criteria

NEH REVIEW PROCESSNEH REVIEW PROCESS

Competitive 
Peer Reviewers

National Council on the     
Humanities

Chairman

GETTING TO “YES”GETTING TO “YES”

REVIEW OF SAMPLE PROPOSAL

GETTING TO “YES”GETTING TO “YES”

I see no reason to doubt that the goals of this 
institute are realistic. The infrastructure is in 
place, and a considerable amount of fairly 
detailed and  thoughtful planning seems to 
have taken place already.

This proposal is wonderfully conceived and 
organized. The focus is perfectly pitched —
the institute provides an opportunity to master 
the contexts and writings of one important 
20th century master.

DON’T give up if your DON’T give up if your 
application isn’t fundedapplication isn’t funded

Request the panelists’ written comments

Contact the Program Officer who chaired the 
panel if you have questions or want to discuss 
your prospects going forward 

Revise accordingly and reapply –
Congratulations, you’ve just increased your 
odds of winning a grant!
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An Invitation  . . .An Invitation  . . .

To be a panelist
Send CV

PRISM electronic system

https://securegrants.neh.gov/PrismNew/

NATIONAL ENDOWMENT NATIONAL ENDOWMENT 
for the HUMANITIESfor the HUMANITIES

Barbara Ashbrook, Assistant Director
Education Division
1100 Pennsylvania Avenue, N.W.
Washington, D.C. 20506
(202) 606 8388
bashbrook@neh.gov
www.neh.gov

THANK YOU!


