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           Program Support Tips

This category supports a wide range of high quality artistic 
programs including concerts, exhibitions, literary 
publications, traditional arts documentation projects, and 
festivals. 

All programs must include related educational, 
interpretive, or outreach activities. Contact UsGeneral Tips



As a rule, panels have a journalistic approach to reviewing applications: they want to know who, what, 
when, where, and why. ("How" is also relevant but it doesn’t begin with a "w.")

For instance: What is the performance? How is it relevant to your mission? Who are the artists and why 
are they important and/or appropriate? When will it happen? What accompanying programs are you 
planning and where will they take place? Who are you trying to reach and why do you think they’ll be 
interested either in the show or your programs? What steps are you taking now or do you plan to take to 
make them more likely to participate?

Err on the side of providing information rather than assuming the reader knows it. Some panelists may 
know who the proposed artists or speakers are and why they’re appropriate to the project, but others 
may not and will be annoyed if you don’t identify them. Never make panelists work for information, if you 
can help it. The artistic affinities and audience-building strategy of adding a jazz program to the theater 
performance you’re organizing may be obvious to you, but not connecting the dots for the reader is a 
wasted opportunity to drive home those points. You want to make it as easy as possible for the reader to 
see the merits of your application.

Try to think of the narrative you’re writing as a story you’re telling, a story you’re telling to persuade 
someone to give you money for your project. You know what’s important to them – the criteria are their 
values – so write your narrative to demonstrate how your project embodies those values and, ideally, 
how your organization shares them as well. The arc of the story should give the reader the essential 
information, describe your goals, anticipate questions and challenges, and leave them with a sense of a 
well-planned project.

Finally, remember that need is not a criterion, so concentrate on presenting the merits of your project 
rather than your resource challenges. Virtually any organization can argue that additional funding would 
be helpful, but you will make the best case by focusing on how your project meets the criteria 
successfully. 

General Tips
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Question 1
You may have a number of compelling projects occurring in the upcoming fiscal year; deciding which one is the best fit for 
state funding is a critical decision. In choosing projects to propose, you should consider which one is the highlight of the 
upcoming year, and why. Is it of exceptional artistic merit? How are its premise and content appropriate for the artistic goals of 
your organization? Does it stretch your organization in new ways? Is it innovative or ambitious in terms of audience goals? 
And remember, choose one project for your application – trying to make the case for two unrelated projects will only weaken 
your proposal.
Recurring Events: In addition to making a case for state support, applicants with recurring events, like festivals, should explain 
how the event is evolving from year to year. Festival applications will be more persuasive if they can demonstrate innovation 
or progression in how they think about their programming rather than repeat a static, unchanging format. Click here for more 
information about festivals.
Question 2
Your staff is a given, so the emphasis should be on artists and speakers who are either featured or involved with 
programming. It is critical that you name these artists, provide background information and qualifications, explain what they 
will be doing, and say how much they will be paid for their services. Applications that lack this information are at a distinct 
disadvantage. We understand that where your project falls in the calendar year can make a difference in the commitments 
you are able to secure at the time of application, but it’s essential that panelists have as complete a list of the proposed and 
confirmed artists as possible.
Question 3
The performance, exhibition, or reading, etc. is your core project, but the activities you plan around it are key to engaging 
audiences and extending the meaning and experience of the event. The panel will consider both the variety and the 
thoughtfulness with which you design programs to reach specific audiences.
Question 4
Every arts organization wants as many people as possible to participate in their programs, but the best answer to this 
question will demonstrate that you have thought about what kind of visitor should be interested in the content and whom you 
would like to attract based on your own audience goals. If these targeted groups would expand the range of your typical 
audience, you should emphasize that goal and how you plan to achieve it. Participation and demographic estimates will 
strengthen your argument, especially if you connect your audience plans to your programming choices.
Question 5
Be specific about how you will raise matching funds for the project. Examples of comparable programs you have produced will 
give panelists confidence in your ability to pull off the proposed project. On your budget, indicate which sources of income are 
in hand and which are proposed.
Question 6
Planning is necessary not only to organize the artistic program but also to attract desired audiences. Don’t neglect either 
aspect in this answer.
Show the panelists how you think about success and how you use evaluation. Ideally, what you’ve described in the previous 
answers will resonate with what you say here. A variety of approaches is recommended. These might include, but are not 
limited to, feedback via audience surveys; observable composition and numbers of audience members; ongoing affinity 
groups; names added to mailing lists; continuing alliances with partner organizations; reviews and awards received.
***
Staff is happy to consult with you to help you select the project that will be the most appropriate and competitive and craft an 
application narrative that will present its strengths effectively.

Narrative Strategies
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Program Support for Arts in Accessibility, Healthcare, and Aging offers both arts organizations and 
service providers grant funding to implement high quality arts programming such as artist residencies or 
workshops.

As you build your application, address each of the four main criteria for Program Support as panelists will 
have these in mind as they review and discuss each request. Provide thorough information on your 
project, never assuming the reader will have any prior knowledge. Strong proposals will anticipate 
questions and challenges and provide strong evidence of thoughtful planning.

While the perceived need for the support of this work may be a driving passion for your organization, 
avoid appealing to emotion at the expense of providing key details that can enhance your credibility and 
show program merit. Given the right information, a panel will make the connection between high quality 
programming and community impact. Successful proposals will demonstrate how the project leads with 
strong artistry to create meaningful outcomes with the intended audiences.

For additional information about artist residencies, click on the link below.

Accessibility, Healthcare, and Aging
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Types of literary projects funded in this category include, but are not limited to: literary festivals, 
publications of books or journals by small presses, a series of themed readings or writing workshops.

Successful literary applications will demonstrate strength both in the featured writers and in the 
strategies used to engage diverse audiences in the content. Writers may be from North Carolina or from 
outside the state, but applicants must show how their projects connect with readers and communities in 
North Carolina.

Literary projects fall into two main categories: public events, such as festivals and reading series; and 
publications. Artistic merit is evaluated similarly for both types of projects, but they differ in how audience 
is defined and measured. Festivals and reading series follow a more traditional model of participation, 
measuring engagement through attendance, while publications' primary connection is through 
readership, estimated by sales and/or subscriptions. However, strong publications proposals will 
supplement readership statistics with in-person activities with the featured writers. For both publications 
and public event projects, applicants will benefit by articulating specific audience goals and explaining 
how they will be attained.

For small presses, projects should focus on a single publication, or a short series of themed publications. 
Portions of grants may be used in support of production fees.  For additional information about specific 
project types, click on the links below.

Literary Arts
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Program Support offers grant funding to performing arts organizations, both producing and presenting, to 
engage audiences through performances, commissioning projects, festivals, and short- or long-term 
community-based artist residencies with performing artists.

Generally speaking, projects should be focused on single performances, or the run of a single play, or 
music or dance production. In some instances, organizations may apply for two or more different 
productions that share a thematic connection (e.g., veterans’ issues), but season series or unrelated 
events are not fundable.

For additional information about specific project types, click on the links below.

Performing Arts
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Traditional arts projects will be reviewed by the discipline panel most appropriate to the artistic content: 
literary, performing, or visual arts. Applicants should first contact Sally Peterson, Folklife Director, who 
will review their project idea and direct the proposal to the program officer overseeing the discipline 
panel.

Sally Peterson, Folklife Director

(919) 807-6507

sally.peterson@ncdcr.gov

Traditional Arts
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Program Support offers museums, galleries, and other visual arts organizations grant funding to mount 
exhibitions of high quality work, commission artists to create temporary or permanent installations of 
publicly accessible work, or invite artists to be in short- or long-term residencies during which they may 
present their work, teach workshops, and engage the community through programs.

Film and visually based festivals may also apply to Program Support to provide funding for  a regularly 
scheduled event that has at least a two-year recent programming history. As with exhibitions, 
commissions, and residencies, the review will focus on the merit of work presented, audience 
engagement strategies and activities, and organizational capacity to ensure project success.

For additional information about specific project types, click on the links below.

Visual Arts and Film
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For the purposes of the Program Support grant category, an artist residency generally looks like this: an 
organization contracts with a professional artist or group of artists to engage a target audience group in your 
community over an extended period of time. (If the target audience is children or primarily children, applicants 
should consult the Arts-in-Education grant category for eligibility).

The length of the residency can vary from three days to a year. Contact days can be sequential or can be spread 
out over a longer period of time. The merit of the artist’s work is essential, as with all Program Support projects, 
but the artist must also have a proven track record of community-based work. This experience should be noted 
both in the narrative and in the bio or résumé uploaded in the Support Materials section. 

A strong artist residency will involve a core group of participants that have the opportunity to work with the artist 
multiple times. An example might be a writer’s residency with a group of veterans to generate stories of their 
military experiences or a choreographer working with cancer patients to chart their emotional journeys through the 
treatment process. “One-shot” activities can happen with other audiences during the residency as well. Ultimately, 
it is the mix of scheduled activities and how those activities build towards a common goal that make a residency 
compelling and successful. 

Community-based residencies often result in the creation of a piece of collaborative art work – a mural in a public 
space, or a dance performance including community members on stage, or a play about something relevant 
and/or defining about the place. The premiere of the culminating art work provides another opportunity to extend 
the reach of the residency beyond the people who have direct contact with the visiting artist. 

In order to be competitive, artist residency applications need to demonstrate that planning has already happened. 
This means that the applicant organization, the artist, and the primary community partners have had thoughtful 
conversations about what will happen during the residency, when it will happen, and who will be involved. 
Evidence of this level of planning always helps a panel to feel more positive and confident about funding a 
proposal.

Artist Residencies
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North Carolina is home to many music, film, literary, visual arts, and dance festivals. The North Carolina Arts 
Council recognizes that these discipline-specific festivals allow audiences to explore an art form in depth and with 
a greater focus. Festivals also allow artists to experience one another’s work within that shared medium. In the 
best circumstances, festivals advance the art form through both the curatorial decisions that help inform selections 
of work and artists and the discourse among the audience and participants during the event.

Eligibility

Festivals must have at least a two-year programming history to apply.

Addressing the Criteria

Artistic Merit
Festivals are, by their nature, often sprawling events that present a wide range of artistic programs and activities to 
showcase the discipline. Representing the full diversity of offerings from a festival in a proposal would be a 
daunting challenge for a grant applicant, which is why we don’t recommend it. The best proposals take a 
two-pronged approach, first, by introducing the festival in broad strokes, highlighting its distinctive character, then 
zeroing in on an aspect of the festival that will be the focus of the application.

The first part is the organization’s elevator speech. Start by clearly articulating the mission and identity of the 
festival. Say what makes the festival unique. What distinguishes it from other festivals in its medium? How is the 
festival advancing the art form? How is the festival evolving year to year?

Once you’ve given the reader the context for your project, it’s time to focus on a part of the festival to feature in 
your proposal. Perhaps your festival is bringing in one or two musical groups you’re especially proud of; or you’re 
offering a curated segment of films selected by a well-known filmmaker; or there’s a theme you’re exploring 
through writers who looked at it from different angles. Carving out a piece of the festival to highlight will help you 
establish artistic quality in a more coherent way and help the panelists understand exactly what it is they’re being 
asked to fund, among the many bright and shiny objects your event offers.

 Of course, the lynchpin of any project is the people involved.  Applicants must identify artists, curators, and/or 
selection committee members and provide résumés or bios, as appropriate. The strength of your choices, as 
underscored by work samples and credentials, will be a crucial piece of the assessment panelists will make about 
your proposal. As a general rule, artist fees either to present work or offer educational programs should be a 
significant part of the grant request.

Festivals (page 1)
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Benefit to Audiences and Inclusivity
Festivals are the prototypical mass audience event, in large part because of the condensed time frame. It’s a good 
thing to show how aware you are of the overall demographics and geographical reach of your visitors, but specific 
outreach efforts through targeted programming and partnerships will take your response to another level. Nuanced 
audience engagement and development strategies are another way you can demonstrate how the festival is 
evolving its model.

In this vein, consider whether your featured artists might appeal to a particular group that you would like to reach, 
such as African Americans, seniors, or veterans. It helps if this is also part of your overall strategy to grow and 
diversify your audiences. What community groups might be helpful to you in getting the word out to these 
audiences?

Another important part of the audience discussion is how you plan to engage audiences beyond the performance, 
screening, or reading. Consider programming strategies that will expand or deepen your targeted audience’s 
appreciation and understanding of what they’re experiencing. Your choices can help transform the event from a 
passive to a learning experience.

These activities could include:

·         Artist interviews
·         Community residencies
·         Interdisciplinary programs
·         Master classes and workshops
·         Meet-the-artist opportunities
·         Partnership activities with other organizations
·         Scholarly symposia or panel discussions
 
And others. Effective narratives will connect the work to the programs, helping the reader understand how the 
synergy supports the artistic and educational goals of the festival.
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Strength of Management
Because festivals are recurring events, they have a track record that can help make a convincing argument for 
feasibility. But in addition to summarizing past success, it’s critical to show how thoughtful planning for the 
upcoming year builds on this foundation and helps the festival develop programmatically. This would include 
details about artists selected and confirmed, contacts with partners who will help make connections with targeted 
audiences, fundraising strategies, etc. And helping panelists understand how evaluation of previous festivals goes 
into planning and improvements for the next event is a good way to underscore how your organization learns and 
evolves year to year.

Work Samples

For most festivals, work samples from the proposed artists are essential to a competitive application. The absence 
of relevant work samples can make your application ineligible.

In rare cases, the timetables for film and some other kinds of festivals may make submission of samples for the 
upcoming festival challenging. If so, the applicant must explain why and submit work samples, programs, and 
background on participants from the most recent festival. Proposals will be more persuasive, however, if they can 
provide details for the upcoming year, even if they do not include the names of selected artists. For example, a film 
festival may offer a curated program as part of its schedule and be able to share next year’s theme and the name 
and résumé of the guest curator who will choose the work. In any case, the burden is on the applicant to provide 
the panel with adequate information about the grant year project to make an informed decision

Support Materials

Programs, résumés or bios, reviews, letters of commitment, contracts, etc.

Multidisciplinary Festivals and Non-Arts Festivals with Arts Programming

Many of the same recommendations apply to proposals from multidisciplinary festivals and other festivals that may 
include arts programming but have a different overall theme (e.g., agricultural, cultural, etc.). However, rather than 
making a case for how the festival advances an art form, the application should emphasize the quality of the 
proposed artists and how their work is appropriate to the festival theme(s).

There are opportunities for interdisciplinary and cross-disciplinary educational programming that can enhance 
proposals for these kinds of festivals, opening up ways for a broader or non-traditional audience to engage with 
the work. Applicants should allow their imaginations free rein in exploring how the arts can expand the festival 
experience for its patrons.
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North Carolina-based small presses and magazines may be eligible for Program Support funding to help with 
production, promotion, and readership engagement costs. Like other projects, artistic merit is the primary criterion 
with publication projects. And like other projects, the choice of writer(s) and the content of the proposed work(s) 
should make sense in the context of the publisher or magazine’s mission. How the writer is compensated and how 
he or she is involved in promotion or education prior or subsequent to publication are key elements of a strong 
proposal. 

Every small press and literary magazine wants to sell copies because they want readers to engage with the 
writers’ work. This is no different from any other literary event or activity that may sell tickets to hear authors read 
or talk about their work. The difference is that, unlike festivals or reading series, book sales or magazine 
subscriptions are spread out over time and space, making the benefit trickier to track and assign to a geographic 
location. Still, it is part of the applicant’s burden to provide the panel with estimates and relevant historical 
information to show where its readership comes from and how it plans to reach new readers in North Carolina. 

There are other ways, however, for publishers to connect with readers and communities in North Carolina. 
Publishers may engage in cross-disciplinary collaborations with other community organizations to introduce the 
publication to new readers. In conjunction with their publication by a funded press or journal, authors may make 
appearances at bookstores, conduct local writing workshops, present at literary festivals, and appear at book clubs 
and local reading groups, among other activities. Thoughtful projects in the applicant’s community which engender 
connections, collaborations, and long-term relationships are more competitive than author tours that string 
together unrelated events in multiple venues and cities.

While it may be hard to accurately predict who ultimately will participate, it’s important to be able to describe your 
audience goals and how you intend to pursue them. The content of the work or the background of the author may 
present opportunities to partner with community organizations with an interest in the publication’s subject matter 
and open up the potential for new readership and fruitful collaborations.

Publications may use portions of grants in support of production fees. Publications that are strictly online, with no 
physical printing, may also be eligible for program support. In such cases, demonstrating how you measure 
audience, how you know where your online audience comes from, what strategies you pursue to attract North 
Carolina audiences, and what in-person activities you will be undertaking, will play a prominent role in making your 
application more competitive.

Finally, remember that supporting materials and work samples are an important part of your application. These 
might include, but are not limited to, biographies/résumés of authors, excerpts of their writing, reviews of recent 
publications or of the press in general, and feedback from previous workshop attendees.

Publications
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Encouraging the creation of new work is a North Carolina Arts Council priority. In the Program Support category, 
both performing arts and visual arts organizations can apply for commissioning projects. 

For all commissioning projects, the evaluation will center primarily around the selected artist(s), so this information 
is pivotal to the proposal’s success. But aside from the strength of the artist’s work, the panel will look at the 
choice of artist in relation to your other programming: Does it make sense and does it stretch your organization in 
some way? They will also look at artist diversity, artist compensation, and opportunities for audiences to engage 
with the artist during the project. 

Engagement activities are an often-neglected part of commissioning projects. While the main event of the project 
is the creation and presentation of the new work, you should look for opportunities for the public to interact with the 
artist: for instance, with a visual artist during the creation of an installation, or a composer before or after a 
rehearsal. Some organizations combine a residency with the commission to provide additional opportunities for 
different groups to explore the creative process with the artist. And, after the unveiling or initial performance, there 
are multiple interpretive avenues – lectures, workshops, digital media, etc. — that can open up new ways of 
understanding the work and how it came to be made. 

The following information should be included when proposing a performing arts commissioning projects:

Performing Arts Commissions

● Information on all planned performances
● Work samples from the commissioned artist and from the group that will premiere the work

Visual Arts Commissions

● Duration of the commission (i.e., temporary or permanent)
● Dates of the exhibition, if it’s a temporary installation
● Plans for ongoing care of the artwork, maintenance of the site, and continuous public access, if it’s 

permanent
● Site plans, as appropriate
● Timetable for the project
● Plans for documentation
● Work samples appropriate to the proposed commission

Commissioning Projects
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Community arts organizations such as community theaters, community symphonies, and choral groups can apply 
in the Program Support category for projects or residencies involving professional artists. We define a community 
arts organization as one in which actors,musicians, or vocalists are all-volunteer (unpaid) participants, while artistic 
directors, music directors, and technical production staff typically are paid. 

The Program Support category supports fees to hire professional artists who enhance a project in a manner 
similar to an artist-in-residence. Successful applicants will clearly describe how the professional artist will give the 
participating volunteers of the organization, as well as community members, a deeper experience or stronger 
connection with the work. 

Typical strategies to build stronger connections with your participating volunteers include master classes or 
workshops with the professional artist on specific topics or techniques such as diction classes, fight choreography, 
or special sectional work. Professional artists can also be resources for the broader community to help make the 
performances more meaningful and accessible through open rehearsals, lectures, or pre-show discussions. 

Applications must include a work sample and résumé from the proposed professional artist(s) as well as a work 
sample from the organization that is applying. Remember, the more “unknowns” associated with a project—e.g., 
the artists involved, samples of their work, letters of commitment —the more difficult it will be for the panel to 
assess merit and recommend funding.

Community Art Organizations
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Juried competition projects are eligible for funding, but are often difficult to support mainly because artistic merit is 
hard to establish. Unlike other exhibition projects, the artists whose work will be shown in a competition have 
typically not been selected by the application deadline. In addition, the basic design of most juried competitions – 
an open call from which a juror chooses the exhibiting artists – inherently limits the potential quality and 
conceptual cohesiveness of the presentation to the field of artists who apply. 

As a result, applicants should observe the following when proposing a juried competition project:  

● Juried competitions must have had at least a two-year programming history to be considered. This is 
essential because, without images of the work to be included in the proposed project, the primary evidence 
of artistic merit will be examples from past competitions. Other supporting material from a previous 
competition – e.g., brochures, names and qualifications of jurors, educational programs, etc. – can also be 
helpful to panelists in understanding the likely quality of the proposed project. The information you provide 
should not be all retrospective. The proposal will be more compelling with details you can offer about your 
plans for the upcoming competition, such as:  

○ Juror name and qualifications. This information can help address the artistic merit question as well. 
A good juror can both attract better artists and shape a more interesting exhibition, though he or 
she can only work with what comes in.  

○ Names and affiliations/expertise of members of the planning or advisory committee. Who’s involved 
says a good deal about how the competition is viewed in the community, artistically, educationally, 
and otherwise.  

○ Timetable and commitments of key people/partners. A clear and achievable timeline lends 
credibility to a proposal as do letters of support/commitment from the people or institutions you are 
counting on to make the event happen.  

● Consider what makes the competition different from similar events. Is it the educational programming you 
do? Is there a special approach (theme, target artist group, location, etc.) to the competition that will attract 
interesting artists and stimulate public engagement? All applicants should be looking for ways to 
distinguish their proposals from the pack, but it’s especially important for juried competition projects, which 
start at something of a disadvantage.  

● Audience. This is often tricky to determine because of the lack of information about the artists who will be 
included in the exhibition. If there is a theme for the competition – e.g., art that moves, environmentally 
based work – or a target group of eligible artists – e.g., Latino artists, sculptors, N.C. artists – then you may 
be able to generate some preliminary ideas about groups that may be interested. Show how you’ve 
reached out to community organizations to tell them about and involve them in the project and brainstorm 
about programming ideas that may capitalize on the theme or focus of the exhibition to make a more 
compelling grant presentation. 

Juried Competitions
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Emily Catherine Mealor
(919) 807-6524
emily.mealor@ncdcr.gov

Contact Us
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David Potorti
(919) 807-6512
david.potorti@ncdcr.gov

For theater projects, either producing or presenting, contact: 
David Potorti
(919) 807-6512
david.potorti@ncdcr.gov

For dance and music programs, either producing or presenting, contact:
Jeff Pettus
(919) 807-6513
jeff.pettus@ncdcr.gov

Sally Peterson
(919) 807-6507
sally.peterson@ncdcr.gov

Jeff Pettus
(919) 807-6513
jeff.pettus@ncdcr.gov

You are welcome to contact staff via email or phone to discuss your plans to apply for a Program 
Support grant and with any questions you may have. Program directors are willing to read over a draft 
of your narrative, if sent at least two weeks in advance of the deadline. If sent in less than two weeks 
before the deadline, we will do our best but cannot guarantee there will be time for us to review it. 
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