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WHAT IS A GRFP? 

The National Science Foundation funds ~2700 graduate 
students each year via the  Graduate Research 
Fellowships Program 

17% Success Rate 
 
Generally, recipients are: 
•   from STEM fields (not including medical/professional 

fields) 
• Research Based 

•  New Graduate Students 
 



FELLOWSHIP BASICS   

Each fellowship recipient receives a total of 3 years of stipend 
support to be used over a 5 year period 
  $32,000 per year  
  + $12,000 cost-of-education allowance  
    (directly to institution unless international)  
  *3 years 
  ________________________________________________ 

   = $132,000  
 
And XSEDE Supercomputer access 
Ability to apply for International Experiences through GROW 



FELLOWSHIP BASICS   

Award is not tied to a particular institution 
•  Can be transferred if you change institutions 
•  Can be used internationally 
 
Does not provide any research or travel funds: solely stipend and 

tuition 
 *as a GRFP recipient you are eligible to apply for supplemental 
programs 

 
NSF does not hold you to your research plan, they only want you to 

be able to write a coherent, feasible graduate level proposal 
 
 



BENEFITS?   

•  Higher autonomy and flexibility to pursue research 
questions 

•  Less time spent chasing grants 
•  Higher levels of PhD completion  

•  Amongst former fellows:  
• 40 Nobel Laureates 
• 450 members of the National Academy of Sciences 
• Founders of Corporations, Leaders in Community 



MY EXPERIENCE  

Received GRFP in 2010  
 Senior year at UNCG (prior to starting graduate school) 

 
BS to PhD  (no Master’s Degree) 

 Applied to 4 universities 
  Cornell, UC Davis, UN Lincoln, UW Madison 
  Pre-accepted to all 
  Accepted to 3, choose UW because my mentor, Tony Ives, is 
fantastic 

 



APPLICATION MATERIALS   

2 minor publications 
 Theoretical Biology and Evolutionary Ecology 
 2nd or 3rd Author  

22 presentations (International-Regional) 
GPA was 3.67 
GRE scores (Oct 2009): 
•  Analytical Writing    4.50 (63%)  
•  Quantitative:    630 (55%) 
•  Verbal:    560 (77%) 
 
Recommendation letters: Fellowship Mentor, Professor, Coordinator 
from my REU, Co-author (4 was allowed)  



Pictures of stuff I did 



APPLICATION SPECIFICS 



CONTACT INFORMATION 

Full program solicitation and FAQs (new materials in early August): 
http://www.nsfgrfp.org/ 
On facebook: National Science Foundation Graduate Research 

Fellowship Program 
On Twitter: @NSFGRFP 
 
My website:  www.mrfitzgerald.org 

 (NSF GRFP Materials, Curriculum Vitae)  
My Email: mrfitzgerald@wisc.edu 
 
 



ELIGIBILITY 

•  be a US citizen, US national, or permanent resident 
•  intend to pursue a research-based Master's or Ph.D. 

program in an NSF-supported field 
•  be enrolled in an eligible program at an accredited 

United States graduate institution by Fall 2016 
•  have completed no more than twelve months of full-

time graduate study (or the equivalent) as of August 1, 
2015 
• Applies to all post-baccalaureate education 



WHEN CAN I APPLY?   

•  During the senior year of an undergraduate program 

•  After completing an undergraduate program but prior to entering 
graduate school 

•  During the first year of graduate school 

•  Prior to completing the Fall term of the second year of a full-time 
graduate program 

•  Part-time students: up to 24 semester credits or 36 quarter credits of  
graduate study 

•  You do NOT need to be accepted into a grad program in order to apply 

 

**If you have completed more than twelve months of graduate study, you 
may be considered eligible if you have an interruption of at least two 
consecutive years prior to November 2015, and you completed no additional 
graduate study by August 1, 2016. 



APPLICATION DEADLINES   
For 2014 recipients:   

Engineering; Computer and Information Science and Engineering; Materials 
Research 

•  November 04, 2013 

Mathematical Sciences; Chemistry; Physics and Astronomy 

•  November 05, 2013 

Social Sciences; Psychology; STEM Education and Learning 

•  November 07, 2013 

Life Sciences; Geosciences 

•  November 08, 2013 

 

AWARDS ISSUED ~APRIL 

Start either Summer or Fall 



SECTIONS OF THE APPLICATION 

2 Essays 
•  Personal Statement, Relevant Background, and Future 

Goals (3 pages) 
•  Graduate Research Statement (2 pages)  
3 letters of recommendation 
Transcripts 
 



ASSISTANCE GETTING STARTED 

 
A GREAT WEBSITE TO CHECK OUT:  
 

   http://grfpessayinsights.missouri.edu/personal.php 
 
Outlines for Each Section and Questions Reviewers Might Ask  
 
 
 
Adapted from materials created by Robin G. Walker, PhD, University 

of Missouri, Columbia 
 



REVIEW CRITERIA 

"When evaluating NSF proposals, reviewers will be asked to consider 
what the proposers want to do, why they want to do it, how they 
plan to do it, how they will know if they succeed, and what 
benefits could accrue if the project is successful. These issues 
apply both to the technical aspects of the proposal and the way 
in which the project may make broader contributions. To that 
end, reviewers will be asked to evaluate all proposals against two 
criteria: 

INTELLECTUAL MERIT: The Intellectual Merit (IM) criterion 
encompasses the potential to advance knowledge; and 

BROADER IMPACTS: The Broader Impacts (BI)  criterion 
encompasses the potential to benefit society and contribute to 
the achievement of specific, desired societal outcomes. 



INTELLECTUAL MERIT 

The Intellectual Merit (IM) criterion encompasses the 
potential to advance knowledge 

Specifically, evaluators are requested to address 

“the potential of the applicant to advance 
knowledge based on the totality of the 
content in the application, including the 
strength of the academic record, the 
proposed plan of research, the description 
of previous research experience or 
publication/presentations, and references” 

 



WHAT IS A BROADER IMPACT? 

The Broader Impacts (BI)  criterion encompasses 
the potential to benefit society and contribute 
to the achievement of specific, desired 
societal outcomes. 

 



WHAT ARE SOCIETAL OUTCOMES? 
"full participation of women, persons with disabilities, and 

underrepresented minorities in science, technology, engineering, 
and mathematics (STEM); 

improved STEM education and educator development at any level; 
increased public scientific literacy and public engagement with 

science and technology; 
improved well-being of individuals in society; 
development of a diverse, globally competitive STEM workforce; 
increased partnerships between academia, industry, and others; 
improved national security; 
increased economic competitiveness of the US; and 
enhanced infrastructure for research and education.” 



BROADER IMPACTS 

Make the connection OBVIOUS for GRFP reviewers 
When you address broader impacts in your statements,  

tell the reviewers how your research and related 
activities help to address at least one of these 
SPECIFIC "desired societal outcomes." 



BROADER IMPACTS 

"Broader impacts may be accomplished through the 
research itself, through the activities that are directly 
related to specific research projects, or through 
activities that are supported by, yet are 
complementary to the project”  

"The Broader Impacts criterion encompasses the 
potential to benefit society and contribute to the 
achievements of specific, desired societal outcomes 



PERSONAL STATEMENT, RELEVANT 
BACKGROUND, AND FUTURE GOALS 
Please outline your educational and professional development plans and career goals. How 

do you envision graduate school preparing your for a career that allows you to 
contribute to expanding scientific understanding as well as broadly benefit society? 

 

Describe your personal, educational, and/or professional experiences that motivate your 
decision to pursue advanced study in science, technology, engineering or mathematics 
(STEM). Include specific examples of any research and/or professional activities in 
which you have participated. Present a concise description of the activities, highlight 
the results and discuss how these activities have prepared you to seek a graduate 
degree. Specify your role in the activity including the extent to which you worked 
independently and/or as part of a team. Describe the contributions of your activity to 
advancing knowledge in STEM fields as well as the potential for broader impacts (See 
Solicitation, Section VI, for more information about Broader Impacts). 

 

NSF Fellows are expected to become globally engaged knowledge experts and leaders who 
can contribute significantly to research, education, and innovations in science and 
engineering. The purpose of this essay is to demonstrate your potential to satisfy this 
requirement. Your ideas and examples do not have to be confined necessarily to the 
discipline that you have chosen to pursue. 



PERSONAL ESSAY: RECOMMENDATIONS 

Personal Statement (~1.25 pages). What are you interested in and 
why is it fascinating enough to pursue in graduate school (IM).  Its 
ok to show enthusiasm (as long as you keep it professional). 
How/why do you personally hope to contribute to science and 
why? Great places to talk about your BI !! 

Relevant Background (~1.25 pages). What about your past will allow 
you to be successful as graduate student and future scientist.  
Don’t be humble, mention awards or experiences (even if it feel 
repetitive) and Be Specific 

Future Goals (~0.5 pages). Tie your personal and scientific 
experiences ad explain how they will lead you to be successful in 
these future goals 



GRADUATE RESEARCH STATEMENT 

Present an original research topic that you would like to 
pursue in graduate school. Describe the research 
idea, your general approach, as well as any unique 
resources that may be needed for accomplishing the 
research goal . . . . You may choose to include 
important literature citations. Address the potential of 
the research to advance knowledge and 
understanding within science as well as the potential 
for broader impacts on society....” 

 



GRADUATE RESEARCH STATEMENT   

Work closely with an academic mentor 
 Ask questions and get help  



GRADUATE RESEARCH STATEMENT 

Closely tied to the literature-citations are a must 

Relevant to your career choices and supported by the University you choose 

Must be possible to complete in a reasonable amount of time 

Be realistic about the resources and expenses  

 

Highlight what you want reviewers to notice 

 Rigorous Organization 

Intro/background , Brief Methods, Expected Results (based on your 
experience) 

Sections entitled Intellectual Merit and Broader Impacts  



CHOOSING REFERENCES 
The depth of their relationship with you in more important than name or prestige  
Understand that sometimes professors will have to say no  
•  Don’t take it personally 

(1) Choose research mentors & international collaborators 
•  Global connections and inter-disciplinary work are highly prized 

(2) Professors of classes you did particularly well in, work or volunteer 
supervisors 

§ Remember broader impacts, leadership roles 

Requesting in person is best (make an appointment)  
 
You can track whether they have turned in a letter via fastlane 



REQUESTING REFERENCE LETTERS 

Dear most fantastic professor, employer or mentor,  

 

I hope all is going well with your work in _______ (personal connection).  I 
am writing because I am starting to apply to graduate programs and the 
GRFP. Do you think you know my strengths well enough to write a 
positive letter of reference for me?  I will need _____(# of) letters. The 
first is due before ____(date).  I’ve included more specific information 
about what the evaluators might be looking for below.  I would really 
appreciate the help.  Thank you.   

 

Sincerely,  

Name of awesome student 

 

 



REQUESTING REFERENCE LETTERS 

Additional information for references:  

 

We have known each other ____(# of) years.  

In that time I took ___(name of class) in ___(year) and received ___(grade) 

Or worked in your lab for __(x amount of time) 

 

Here are a few accomplishments related to my work with you in particular:  

I received this award, participated in this conference, or wrote a paper about ____ 

The announcement for the fellowship would like to hear about my (broader impacts, 
intellectual ability, problem solving skills, leadership initiative, theoretical 
knowledge, spider identification ability, etc.) so I’d appreciate it if you would talk 
specifically about that topic (include examples if possible) 

 

In other words, make it easy for them  



TIMELINE   
Early August – Ask for recommendations. Start brainstorming about your Personal Statement and Proposed 

Research. List out your previous research. Prepare your CV 

Mid August – The NSF GRFP applications are open. Create a FASTLANE account and start filling out the basic 
information. Familiarize yourself with the program solicitation. Check in with recommenders to see if they’re 
writing your recommendations and if they need help. 

Early October – Write a draft of your Personal Statement. Start reading papers and brainstorming for potential 
Research Proposal topics. Ask your recommenders to submit their recommendations if possible. 

Late October – Finish your Personal Statement. Write a draft of your Research Proposal. Ask your recommenders 
to submit their recommendations if possible 

Early November – Ask your research advisor or a professor in your intended field to go over your Research Proposal 
with you. Start finalizing your Research Proposal. Start nagging your recommenders to submit their 
recommendations if they have not done so already. 

Mid November – Finish all essays. Complete your application through the FASTLANE website. Go back to the 
program solicitation and review your essays to make sure you’ve addressed both Intellectual Merit and 
Broader Impacts in each essay. Seriously start nagging your recommenders to submit their recommendations 
if they have not done so already. 

Late November – Submit! 

Late March/April – Hear back! 

Early May – Decide! 



GENERAL ADVICE  

Start early 
 The sooner you get drafts finished the more feedback you can 
receive 

Start keeping an "accomplishments” folder 
You will learn a lot from the experience of applying, regardless of 

whether you get the award or not 
Don’t be afraid to be unique 
 

 

 

 



ONE LAST HELPFUL HINT 

Make a website (I use wordpress, just like the REU blog) 
 
When you are contacting labs that you might want to 

work in for a grad program, you can have all the info 
they need uploaded (rather than attaching to email) 
 *Bonus: You can see if they actually visit 

 
 



OTHER SCHOLARSHIPS 
EPA STARR (2-3 years @ $42,000/year)  http://www.epa.gov/ncer/rfa/2013/2013_star_gradfellow.html#SUMMARY 

Explorer’s Club   http://www.explorers.org/index.php/expeditions/funding/expedition_grants 

National Geographic   http://www.nationalgeographic.com/explorers/grants-programs/ 

Sigma Xi    http://www.sigmaxi.org/programs/giar/index.shtml 

Tinker Foundation   http://www.tinker.org/content/institutional-grants-overview 

Soros (New Americans   http://www.pdsoros.org/ 

Garden Club of America   http://www.gcamerica.org/scholarships 

American Philosophical Society  http://www.amphilsoc.org/grants/lewisandclark 

DOE Computer Science Grad Fellowship  https://www.krellinst.org/csgf/ 

OTS     http://ots.ac.cr/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=170&Itemid=344 

STRI     http://www.stri.si.edu/english/education_fellowships/fellowships/ 

American Women in Science  http://www.awis.org/ 

NDSEG    https://ndseg.asee.org/ 

Sea Grant Institution   http://seagrant.noaa.gov/fundingfellowships/nmfssgfellowship.aspx 

Hertz Fellowships   http://www.hertzfoundation.org/ 

Departmental/University Grants 

 


