
NEH 101: opportunities and resources

CONNECTICUT DISTRICT 5 

Thanks for the invitation to be with you all here today. In these days of 
distancing it’s good to talk to actual people. Many thanks to 
Congresswoman Hayes and her staff for making this happen. I am a 
program officer for the National Endowment for the Humanities. I am 
based in the Division of Research Programs, but today I will talk about 
the Endowment as a whole.
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All you need to know

• Everything is on our web site, neh.gov 
• NEH programs are competitive, but you won’t get a grant if 

you don’t apply
• Read the application guidelines
• Talk to NEH program officers

Here’s my key message, boiled down: 1) All of this information is on our 
web site, neh.gov. 2) NEH programs are competitive, but you won’t get a 
grant if you won’t apply. 3) Read the application guidelines—that will 
help you write a better application. 4) Talk to NEH program officers—
that’s why we’re there. Write us or call us--we will reply and we will help.
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NEH Awarded $113 Million in 2019

Every year the NEH awards around 950 grants, ranging from $6,000 to 
$650,000, from 38 different grant programs. In the last fiscal year we 
made about $113 million in grants.
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Strengthen teaching and learning 

Facilitate research and original scholarship

Provide opportunities for lifelong learning

Preserve and provide access to cultural and educational resources

Strengthen humanities institutions

Nurture new ways to do and disseminate scholarship

Support state and local humanities engagement

The Work of NEH

The NEH and the NEA were created by Congress in 1965. Here’s a quick 
outline of our mission. We support work that engages a wide variety of 
audiences with the humanities, believing that they offer the key to 
understanding our world today. Our grants support teaching, research, 
libraries, museums, and public programs.
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As defined in our 1965 legislation:

History

Literature and language

History and theory of the arts

Philosophy and ethics

Archaeology

Comparative religion

Jurisprudence

Social sciences employing humanistic methods

What are the Humanities?

This may seem fairly obvious, but the Endowment’s work focuses on the 
humanities. We don’t support the creative arts—that’s our friends at the 
NEA. We don’t support humanitarian work. We work with a capacious 
definition of the humanities. Here’s the definition laid out in our 
founding legislation. As you see, it includes history, literature, art history, 
philosophy, religion, and the humanistic social sciences.
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Who does your project serve?

THE GENERAL PUBLIC (museum visitors, TV watchers)? Public Programs
RESEARCHERS AND LIBRARY USERS? Preservation and Access
TEACHERS AND STUDENTS? Education Programs
SCHOLARS AND GENERAL READERS? Research Programs
DIGITAL HUMANISTS? Digital Humanities
INSTITUTIONS? Challenge Grants
STATE AND LOCAL AUDIENCES? Federal/State Partnership

As I mentioned, we have about 38 grant programs, so you might feel a bit 
confused about how to start thinking about an application. Our grant 
programs are organized around divisions that serve different kinds of 
groups. So if your project is serving the general public, like museum 
visitors or people watching documentaries, you should look towards to 
the Division of Public Programs. If your project is aimed at researchers 
and library users, your grants are probably in the Division of Preservation 
and Access. If your project is classroom focused, look at the Division of 
Education Programs. If you are doing research and writing for scholars or 
general readers, those grants are in the Division of Research Programs. 
There are also grants for digital humanists, for institutions doing major 
fund-raising, and for state humanities councils. 
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Individual EligibilityInstitutional Eligibility

501(c)(3): Non-profit status

International collaborations eligible 
and encouraged for many programs

Primary applicant must be a U.S. 
institution

Fellowships, Summer Stipends, 
Awards for Faculty, Public Scholar, 
and Documenting Endangered 
Languages

Institutionally-affiliated
and independent scholars

Citizens or non-citizens with at 
least three-year residence

Most of our grant programs are for non-profit institutions, like libraries, 
museums, or universities. They need to be a US-based non-profit 
organization. A few programs are designed for individuals, supporting 
scholars doing research and writing. That can include independent 
scholars as well as college or university faculty. 

I’m guessing that most of you are interested in the institutional grants for 
schools, libraries, museums, and other community organizations. I will 
highlight four programs that might be particularly interesting for those 
groups. 
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Preservation Assistance 
Grants for Smaller 
Institutions

DEADLINE: JANUARY
Award amount: Up to $6,000

—Avon Free Public Library

Preservation Assistance Grants help 
small and mid-sized institutions 
improve their ability to preserve and 
care for significant humanities 
collections.

The Preservation Assistance Grants program makes small awards to small 
and mid-sized institutions to help them preserve significant humanities 
collections. These collections can include books, other documents, 
images, film or audio recordings, or other artifacts. The grant award is up 
to $6,000. Several organizations in your area have received a grant from 
this program, including the Avon Free Public Library. The next deadline is 
January 2021.
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SUMMER SEMINARS & INSTITUTES 
Professional and curricular development for K-12 teachers
• Fairfield University, From Harlem to Hip-hop: African-

American History, Literature, and Song
• Mark Twain House, Mark Twain and the Culture of Progress
• Harriet Beecher Stowe Center, Slavery and Emancipation 

in New England

LANDMARKS OF AMERICAN HISTORY AND CULTURE
Place-focused teaching development
• University of Connecticut, Gullah Voices: Traditions and 

Transformations
• Fairfield University, Duke Ellington and American Popular 

Culture

APPLICATION DEADLINE: Late February 2021

Mark Twain House, Hartford

Summer Programs for Teachers

For decades the NEH has sponsored summer programs for teachers, at 
both K-12 and college levels. These programs bring teachers from all over 
the country together with scholars and master teachers to engage 
important topics and texts. They learn new concepts and develop 
teaching materials. The Summer Seminars and Institutes cover a wide 
variety of topics, from history to literature to philosophy. The Landmarks 
of American History programs focus on using a particular site to teaching 
American history and culture. Both are great professional and curricular 
development programs for teachers. Here are a few that have been 
offered in Connecticut in recent years, but the participants come from 
across the country. Next summer’s list will be posted later this fall. The 
application deadline will be at the end of February.
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Supports the planning and implementation of 
permanent and travelling exhibitions, 

historic site interpretation, and discussion 
programs.

Two levels of funding: Planning and 
Implementation

Awards: Up to $75,000 for Planning and Up to 
$400,000 for Production

Next Deadline: November

PUBLIC 
HUMANITIES 
PROJECTS

Division of 
Public Programs       

The Public Humanities Projects program supports institutions that offer 
some sort of programming for public audiences. It supports interpretive 
work in historic sites or exhibits, or hosting discussions on important 
humanities topics. This would be ideal for a library or historical society 
that is looking to expand their programming for public audiences. There 
are smaller grants for planning and larger grants for implementation of 
plans.
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INFRASTRUCTURE AND 
CAPACITY BUILDING 
CHALLENGE GRANTS

Eligible activities include the 
design, purchase, construction, 
restoration, or renovation of 
facilities, and the purchase of 
equipment and software. Digital 
infrastructure is also a focus.

Awards aim to help institutions 
secure long-term support for 
their core activities and expand 
efforts to preserve and create 
access to outstanding 
humanities materials.

Office of 
Challenge Grants

Our Office of Challenge Grants is focused on infrastructure and capacity 
building. These grants are for institutions doing fund-raising for long-
term projects, matching money raised from outside sources. They 
support building construction and renovation, and the development of 
digital infrastructure.
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3:1 for projects requesting up to $500,000
4:1 for projects requesting $500,001-$750,000

Projects should address mid- to long-term 
institutional objectives.

Direct expenditure projects last typically 4-5 
years, and spend-down projects 5-10 years.

Deadline: May 2021

INFRASTRUCTURE 
AND CAPACITY 
BUILDING 
CHALLENGE GRANTS

Office of Challenge Grants

These grants have different matching ratios for different kinds of 
institutions and different sizes of projects. Most projects match at 3:1. If 
you are looking to do some major fund-raising for an infrastructure 
project, I hope you will check this out. The next deadline is next May.
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Recent awards

• Anne Makepeace (Lakeville, CT): Tribal Justice (Media 
project)

• Avon Free Public Library (Avon, CT): Preservation Needs 
Assessment for the Marian Hunter History Room

• Sharon Historical Society (Sharon, CT): Environmental 
Monitoring for Effective Preservation

• Litchfield Historical Society (Litchfield, CT): Improving 
Environmental Conditions to Preserve Collections

Here are a few of the grants awarded to local institutions in the last 
decade. Note that several of these go to libraries or historical societies to 
help preserve their collections.
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edsitement.neh.gov

I also want to highlight here our EDSITEment program. It contains 
teaching resources and lesson plans in the humanities for a variety of 
classes, including the arts, language, history, social studies, literature. 
The lesson plans include single-class sessions or multiple classes. Many 
are focused on K-12 teaching. It’s an amazing collection of stuff. If you 
are a teacher or know a teacher, check it out.
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Chronicling America

chroniclingamerica.loc.gov

Here’s another great resource for teachers. Chronicling America hosts 
digitized newspapers from all over the country. It currently contains over 
11 million pages, from 1836 to 1922, often featuring small-town papers 
and some foreign-language immigrant papers. It is all searchable with 
metadata. The papers are chosen by state-level groups and the finished 
materials are hosted by the Library of Congress. Again, a great resource 
for student researchers. The Connecticut State Library received a grant in 
2013 to digitize Connecticut newspapers.

15



Plus lots of other programs 
For scholars, writers, teachers, film-makers, museums, and libraries.

This is only a sampling of NEH grant programs. There are about 35 
others, offering grants to scholars, writers, teachers, film-makers, 
museums, and libraries. I would be happy to help you figure out how a 
NEH grant might best support your work.
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The bad news:

NEH programs are very 
competitive

Here’s the best news: These grants are very competitive. Many have an 
8% success rate. That’s not because we are mean, but simply because we 
receive a lot of applications. 
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The good news:

You should still apply

But don’t let those numbers scare you away. You can’t get a grant unless 
you apply.

All NEH grant programs go through a lengthy process of peer review. 
Applicants need to convince other experts that their project is important 
and that it will work. Program officers can help you think about that 
process and how to prepare the best possible application. 
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Application 
information

www.neh.gov

Grant database at bottom of 
page

The best source for information about the Endowment’s work is our 
web site. It has all of our grant programs, all of our deadlines, and 
a wealth of other information, at neh.gov. On our site you will find 
information about how to apply for a grant. You can see the link 
there at the top of the page. At the bottom of the page you’ll find an 
online database for all of our previous grants. 
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NEH.gov/grants

When you click on the Grants tab you will go to a list of all of our grant 
programs, with links to the guidelines for each of those programs. You 
can filter the list by NEH division. 
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Deadline

Grant 
Program 

Information 
Page

Contact information

Each program page include the same kind of information, although the 
actual information varies from program to program. It will tell you the 
application deadline, the funding statistics for that program in recent 
years, and who to contact if you have questions.
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Grant 
Program 
Information 
Page
Guidelines

FAQs

Sample 
Narratives

Recent awards

The most important are the guidelines These guidelines are long and a 
bit bureaucratic, but grant applicants should spend some time reading 
them. They’ll tell you who can and who cannot apply for a grant, what 
grants can and cannot support, what an application should include, and 
how applications will be evaluated. Also on this page is a link to recently 
funded applications, to get a sense of the kinds of things that a program 
can support, and a link to sample applications—previously successful 
applications (names removed) that you can use as inspiration and 
suggestion—though not necessarily as a model—for your application.
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Submision

Award notification

Chairman’s decision

National Council review

Staff recommendations

Review panels

The life of your application

All applications to the NEH go through a peer review process. That 
means that there are several readers of your application. Your 
application needs to be clear and persuasive to each of these audiences. 
The first and most important are the peer review panels—most often 
experts with some background in the general field. Our aim is to assign 
applications to the most sympathetic possible reviewers. Some panels 
meet in person, some are virtual. The NEH staff reviews all the 
comments from panelists and recommends which applications should be 
supported. Those recommendations are considered by the National 
Council on the Humanities, 26 humanists nominated by the president 
and approved by the Senate. The Council makes recommendations to the 
Endowment’s chairman, who takes all this into consideration and makes 
the decision on which to fund. It’s a long process, but it allows for rich 
review. You should write your application so that general readers will 
understand why it is important and specialists will see that you know 
what you’re doing.
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How Program Officers Help You

Answer questions about grant programs

Offer advice on preparing applications

Provide feedback on draft proposals 
(for some grant programs)

—Maria Biernik/NEH

As I mentioned, this is a competitive process and it’s not easy. NEH 
program officers want to help support your work. That’s why we do what 
we do. Please contact us with questions. If we don’t know the answer, 
we’ll find someone who does. We can help you determine the right grant 
program for your project. We can offer advice on preparing applications. 
For many programs we will read and offer feedback on draft proposals. 



Questions?

Daniel Sack
Program Officer, Division of Research Programs
dsack@neh.gov (202) 606-8459

I hope this has been helpful. We will take questions after all the presentations, and I would 
be happy to respond to messages or calls.


