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Life-Changing Opportunities for Faculty and Independent Scholars: A Spotlight 
on the National Endowment for the Humanities
By Gayle A. Sulik

! In the January 2011 issue of The Independent Scholar I shared a glimpse of my transition from 
tenure track professor to independent scholar (Vol. 24, Issue 1). In “An Independent Scholar: An 
Independent Voice” I focused briefly on my “calling” to practice sociology in “a more focused, 
public, and action-oriented capacity.” While it had always been my desire to be a sociological 
interpreter of pressing social problems, it wasn’t until six years into my life as an assistant 
professor that I realized I might be more efficacious in my endeavors if I moved out of the 
Academy and into the realm of public scholarship. Though this choice may be off the beaten 
academic path, after working closely with health advocates and community-based organizations 
in my academic research I developed a ready network of collaborators. What’s more, I received a 
Fellowship from the National Endowment for the Humanities (NEH) that helped me to finish a 
research project that would prove crucial in building a platform from which to spring.
! The NEH Fellowship would support the completion of my research into the culture and 
industry of breast cancer in the United States, a project I began during my graduate studies and 
upon which I continued to build in my academic research agenda. The twelve-month Fellowship 
provided funding to release me from my faculty duties and complete a book manuscript on the 
topic. After I finished the manuscript, negotiated a book contract, and completed the Fellowship, I 
was ready to take the leap from faculty member to independent scholar. I left the Academy in 
2010, and the book — Pink Ribbon Blues: How Breast Cancer Culture Undermines Women’s Health — 
was published by Oxford University Press, copyright 2011.
! The NEH Fellowship was a key factor in my becoming a full-time independent researcher, 
social science writer, and health advocate. Now grantors such as NEH will be even more crucial as 
I continue my research from this new vantage point. NEH Fellowships and Summer Stipends are 
open to independent researchers, whether or not they have an institutional affiliation. I urge 
independent researchers to review the NEH guidelines (http://www.neh.gov/grants) for 
important details and consider applying in the next award cycle. What follows is a brief overview 
of the NEH Fellowship and Summer Stipend application process to help those who are interested 
get started.

NEH Fellowships and Summer Stipends

! NEH is one of the largest funders of humanities programs in the United States. NEH 
Fellowships and Summer Stipends support scholarly research at any stage of development that 
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advances knowledge and understanding of humanities fields, humanities education and public 
programming, and the humanities as a whole. Award recipients often produce articles, 
monographs, books, digital materials, archaeological site reports, translations, editions, or other 
scholarly resources. In fact, between 1967 and 2008 there were six thousand eight hundred books 
published as a result of research supported by these programs. Both affiliated and unaffiliated 
individuals may apply, including those who have successfully defended their dissertations and are 
awaiting degree conferral.

NEH Fellowships

! Fellowships cover full time and continuous periods of six to twelve months and come with a 
stipend of $4,200 per month in outright funds. The maximum stipend is $50,400 for a twelve-month 
period. Teaching and administrative assignments or other major activities may not be undertaken 
during the fellowship period, and applicants should request award periods that suit their schedules 
and the needs of their projects. See NEH guidelines for details.
! Application: The Fellowship application uses the on-line system, Grants.gov, and applicants 
must first register with the system. NEH provides a step-by-step guide to the application using this 
system. Applicants should plan on submitting their applications at least one week ahead of the 
deadline to avoid slow-downs due to high traffic or technological difficulties. 
! Each application must include a narrative, bibliography, resume, appendices in some cases, and 
references submitted through the on-line system. Note that the narrative must provide an 
intellectual justification for the project, addressing the following: (1) research and contribution;  (2) 
methods and work plan; (3) competencies, skills, and access; and (4) final product and 
dissemination. See NEH guidelines for details, and be sure to stay within page limitations while 
addressing each area sufficiently.
! Samples of Funded Projects: NEH provides samples of funded Fellowship proposals. Since each 
application differs based on research requirements, required resources, and the situation of the 
applicant, these samples are not intended to serve as models. However, they are useful in giving 
applicants a sense of how a successful application may be crafted. Here are a few examples: 
American history, Atlantic studies, Literature and media, and"Music.
! Evaluation Criteria: Applications are evaluated in terms of the following: (1) intellectual 
significance of the proposed project, including its value to humanities scholars, general audiences, 
or both; (2) quality or promise of quality of the applicant’s work as an interpreter of the humanities; 
(3) quality of the conception, definition, organization, and description of the project and the 
applicant’s clarity of expression; (4) feasibility of the proposed plan of work, including, when 
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appropriate, the soundness of the dissemination and access plans; and (5) likelihood that the 
applicant will complete the project.
! Applicants should keep these criteria in mind when completing their applications. They 
should also ask knowledgeable outside readers for feedback (using these criteria) on their 
applications prior to submitting them.
! For More Information: Applicants should always read the FAQ:"Frequently Asked Questions. 
They may also contact the Division of Research Programs at 202-606-8200 or  
Fellowships@neh.gov. Hearing-impaired applicants may contact NEH via TDD at 
1-866-372-2930. Program officers are available to answer questions, but (due to the number of 
applications) they cannot read drafts.
! Deadlines: The call for applications typically occurs in February, and applications may be 
submitted through the deadline, usually in May. The next Fellowship deadline is May 1, 2012.
! History of Funding: Fellowships are both popular and very competitive. In the most recent 
competition, there were over 1400 applications, and NEH was able to fund six percent of them. 
The funding ratio depends in part on the federal agency’s budget. NEH has a track record for 
funding Fellowships to independent scholars. See the table below:

NEH Fellowships Awarded to Independent Scholars, 2000-2010

Year
Awarded

Total
Awards

# Independent
Scholars

% Independent Scholars

2010 99 3 3.0%

2009 110 2 1.8%

2008 74 5 6.8%

2007 95 7 7.4%

2006 153 10 6.5%

2005 155 9 5.8%

2004 193 14 7.3%

2003 180 11 6.1%

2002 170 21 12.4%

2001 174 8 4.6%

2000 175 10 5.7%

Source: NEH News & Publications, Recent Grant Awards 
http://www.neh.gov/news/recentawards.html
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Summer Stipends

! Summer Stipends provide an outright award of $6,000 for two consecutive months of full-
time research and writing. See NEH guidelines for details.
! Application: The application for Summer Stipends also uses the on-line system, Grants.gov. 
Applicants must register with this system, and NEH provides a step-by-step guide to the 
process. As mentioned above, applicants should plan on submitting their applications at least 
one week ahead of the deadline to avoid slow-downs due to high traffic, or technological 
difficulties.
! Similar to applications for Fellowships, Summer Stipend applications must include a 
narrative, bibliography, resume, appendices in some cases, and references submitted through the 
on-line system. Note that the narrative must provide an intellectual justification for the project, 
addressing the following: (1) research and contribution;  (2) methods and work plan; (3) 
competencies, skills, and access; and (4) final product and dissemination. See NEH guidelines for 
details about each, and be sure to stay within page limitations while addressing them completely.
! Samples of Funded Projects: NEH also provides samples of funded Summer Stipend 
proposals. Since each application differs based on research requirements, required resources, and 
the situation of the applicant, these samples are not intended to serve as models. However, they 
are useful in giving applicants a sense of how a successful application may be crafted. Here are a 
few examples: American history, Asian studies, British literature, Latin American studies, 
and"Philosophy.
! Evaluation Criteria: Similar to the Fellowships, Summer Stipend applications are evaluated in 
terms of the following areas: (1) intellectual significance of the proposed project, including its 
value to humanities scholars, general audiences, or both; (2) quality or promise of quality of the 
applicant’s work as an interpreter of the humanities; (3) quality of the conception, definition, 
organization, and description of the project and the applicant’s clarity of expression; (4) 
feasibility of the proposed plan of work, including, when appropriate, the soundness of the 
dissemination and access plans; and (5) likelihood that the applicant will complete the project. 
! Again, applicants should keep these criteria in mind when completing their applications, and 
ask knowledgeable outside readers to give them feedback (using these criteria) on their 
applications prior to submission.
! For More Information: Because of the large number of Summer Stipends applications, NEH 
staff are not able to comment on draft proposals. NEH staff will, however, answer questions 
about preparing proposals and about eligibility."Applicants can contact NEH’s Division of 
Research Programs at 202-606-8200 or at  stipends@neh.gov. Hearing-impaired applicants may 
contact NEH via TDD at 1-866-372-2930. And always read the FAQ: Frequently Asked Questions.
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! Deadlines: The call for Summer Stipends applications typically occurs in May, and on-line 
applications may be submitted through the deadline, typically in September. Check the NEH 
website in the spring to find the next deadline.
! History of Funding: The Stipends program is also competitive; in the last round the NEH 
supported eight percent of the one thousand applications. Summer Stipends may be more 
suitable to those who work during the academic year. However, NEH does fund independent 
scholars in this program. See table below:

NEH Summer Stipends Awarded to Independent Scholars, 2000-2009

Year
Awarded

Total
Awards

# Independent
Scholars

% Independent Scholars

2009 63 1 1.6%

2008 62 0 0%

2007 84 2 2.4%

2006 88 3 3.4%

2005 115 3 2.6%

2004 142 2 1.4%

2003 117 2 1.7%

2002 117 10 8.5%

2001 130 4 3.1%

2000 135 5 3.7%

Source: NEH News & Publications, Recent Grant Awards 
http://www.neh.gov/news/recentawards.html

Final Thoughts

! I hope NCIS readers will review the NEH materials and consider applying. Applicants may 
compete concurrently in both the Fellowships and Summer Stipends competitions in a given 
year. However, those who are successful in more than one NEH-administered program in 
support of individual research may hold only ONE award during the fiscal year following the 
award. Applicants should please note that the NEH website is in the process of reorganization, 
so they may need to search for the guidelines for each of these programs anew when they are 
ready to work on their applications. Interested researchers who go to the main website 
(www.neh.gov) will be headed in the right direction. 
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!

Gayle Sulik, M.A., Ph.D. is an independent social science researcher, writer, and health advocate currently 
affiliated with the University at Albany (SUNY) Department of Women’s Studies. She received a 2007 
NEH Fellowship to complete Pink Ribbon Blues: How Breast Cancer Culture Undermines Women’s 
Health (Oxford University Press, 2011), and her current work focuses on the impact of illness on 
individuals, families, and communities. Go to www.gaylesulik.com for more information. Sulik also 
served as a peer review panelist for the NEH Fellowships program earlier this year.

" #

First Dorbrecht Grants Awarded

! The National Coalition of Independent Scholars recently announced its administration of two 
new grant programs: the Dorbrecht Grants, which fund research in yogic thought, and the Dorbrecht 
Grant for Judaic Yoga. Both programs are funded by"the Orphiflamme Foundation"and The Opaline 
Fund of the Jewish Community Federation and Endowment Fund, and provide independent 
scholars financial assistance for research that engages yogic thought or that explores relationships 
between aspects of the Jewish tradition and the philosophy or practice of yoga.
! NCIS is pleased to introduce first Dorbrecht Grant recipients. They are Edith Brotman 
($1800.00), Cody Bahir ($3000.00), and Marcus Freed ($1800.00).
"! Congratulations to all three. For more information about these awards, please visit the 
Dorbrecht Grants page on the NCIS website at http://www.ncis.org/dorbrecht-grant/.


