
To Panel or Not To Panel
…or something in between



RISCA’s Current Process

• Staff screen all applications for eligibility and 
completeness.

• Panel of 5, reading up to 30 applications.
• Panelists receive a logistics and implicit bias 

training.
• Read and score ahead of time.
• Panel meeting – now primarily via Zoom.
• Panel makes ALL funding decisions.

Papermaking workshop taught by May Babcock, 
Pawtucket, RI



Panelist Considerations

• Minimum 40% BIPOC/ALAANA.
• Eye towards diversity in all aspects: geography; 

age; gender; artistic discipline and experience; 
socio-economic status, etc.

• Staff works to specifically recruit panelists that 
have submitted not great applications, or 
haven’t submitted applications but we hope 
they will.

• New panels every grant cycle.

Art class for adults with disabilities, 
Warwick Center for the Arts



Scoring Approach

• Scored out of 20 points.
• Broken into three criteria, using a rubric.
• 10 points- varies, most common is 

community impact and engagement.
• 5 points- Feasibility and Likelihood of 

Success.
• 5 points- Artistic Vibrancy and Intention (aka 

artistic excellence or merit).

Artist Lydia Perez performs



Pros

• Applicants get robust feedback, regardless of whether 
their application was funded.

• Community members making decisions about their 
communities.

• A layer of protection for staff and the organization.
• Future applicants get to see how the sausage is made.
• We are paying artists and arts administrators to do this 

work.
• Network building and connection strengthening.

Wampum by artist Allen Hazard 
(Narragansett)



Cons

• No amount of training or calling in or 
facilitating will eliminate panelist bias.

• So much is dependent on the make up of the 
panels, and even one person’s opinion.

• It takes a LOT of staff time to support a good 
panel process.

• It takes a LOT of money to support an ok panel 
process.
• Number of grants awarded in FY25: 47.
• Amount awarded: $141,550.
• Number of Panelists: 36.
• Panelist stipends: $11,400.

Karen Isenberg 
teaches a music 
class.



What We’re Thinking About Doing

• Modeled on Mid-America Arts Alliance- artist 
programs. Which is modeled on Map Fund.

• Panels of 3-5 read and score applications from 
home (no panel meeting).

• Applications are scored on a four-point scale 
across three review criteria.

• Highest scoring applications go into a weighted 
lottery.

• Review criteria: Artistic Vibrancy and Impact; 
Logistics; grant program specific criteria.

Photogram created 
during a community 
workshop.
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