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Briefing Remarks: Why Council Programs Matter

March 14, 2011

We have known for a long time—maybe as long ago as the summer of 2008 when the first serious signs of the economic downturn were beginning to sink in—that we were in for some bumpy roads.  Whenever we’ve hit such stretches of road before (and it’s comforting, in a way, to remember that we have, and we’re still moving), we have stepped back, looked at the programs councils were doing and how we were talking about them, and figured out where we needed to make changes. 

It’s not that we change our ultimate goal of more fully integrating the humanities into American public life.  The humanities are enduring.  Your programs, whatever form they take and whatever specific needs they address, are all about context and perspective and human connection to other times and places and viewpoints and each other, and that will always be true.  But different times call for different ways of applying the humanities, different ways of engaging people in these activities, different ways of describing what takes place and what happens as a result.  In our business we know that people are always hungry for knowledge and understanding and connection.  But as the world around us changes, we gather this knowledge and make these connections in ways unimagined at an earlier time.  

You are masters at adapting to these changes, and the citizens and communities in your states are the beneficiaries of that flexibility.  I look forward to every gathering, every listserv thread, and every newsletter to see the imaginative and nimble ways you are responding to the evolving circumstances in your states, the new programs you are offering, the new modes you have devised for citizens to access your programs, the new populations you are reaching.

But following last November’s election, we knew that once again we were at a point where it was not sufficient just to know the people and the communities of our states and be able to create programs that meet genuine needs.  To maintain the funding support we desperately needed, we also had to look again at how we talked about what we do.  In other words, it’s not enough to be good and do good, we must figure out how to make our goodness recognized, understood, and rewarded with sufficient funding that we can keep doing it—not for our own purposes but for the good of our communities and the health of our nation.  It’s as simple, and as complicated, as that.

The Federation’s Legislative Committee moved swiftly after the last election, meeting by conference call in December to develop a plan for shaping the message or messages that would help us make our case.  Jamil asked each member of the committee to come to the call prepared to talk about what messages would resonate with their members of Congress, both new and returning.  And then the committee members agreed to go to the logical source of this wisdom—you who are working with the citizens of your states.  We came out of that phone call with several action steps:  

· to ask councils to send us descriptions of the three or four programs that had the most impact in their states, which would tell us what the residents of the states themselves were responding to,
· to ask councils for sample fund raising letters from which we could extract language demonstrating the power of the programs, and
· to schedule several dial-in calls and invite councils to join a conversation about messages that they felt would resonate with their members of Congress.

I’ll start with the three dial-in calls, each of which was an inspiring, lively, and enlightening exchange of ideas and experiences.  These conversations told us a lot about the themes and issues we have in common across the country, while also providing a strong reminder that each state has its own particular character, a point I will return to in a moment.  They also reminded us of the important roles councils play in their states and the things that they cause to happen.  From these calls we were able to distill a number of themes that councils told us were important to their citizens and to their members of Congress, as well as a list of qualities that make councils so valuable to their states.  Here is a sampling:

1)  Councils have a reach and an understanding of the state matched by few other organizations.  Setting aside program content for a moment, one thing we heard almost universally from councils is how much their citizens and their members of Congress value the programming they provide in even the most remote corners and pockets of the state.  Members love the dots on the map.  Community residents love the live programming, and these humanities activities are often the only such programming anyone offers them.  In fact, this is a reality that was highlighted over and over in our conversations:  many of the programs and activities supported by councils simply would not happen if council support disappeared.  And they certainly would not happen in the same way.  As one director said, the council makes education an accessible community experience, and at very low or no cost.  You know the character and needs of those communities and the kinds of programs that engage their citizens.  This is something your members of Congress need to know, if they don’t already.  In the words of one director, “Demonstrating how well we know our state through the programs we offer is indeed critical, but beyond that it is also imperative that we communicate that we know the needs of our state and how our programs are meeting those needs.”

2)  Councils preserve and strengthen local institutions.  This is the infrastructure argument, and it is a strong one, particularly in these times.  As one director put it, we are the support structure for culture across the state.  Councils are great partners, supporters, and conveners.  Over the past few years, as the economic downturn hit one organization and institution after another, council grants and collaborations made it possible for these groups to continue to provide programs that kept their communities vibrant.  In our conversations councils talked about how they add value where other resources are decreasing.  The words collaboration and partnership arose over and over.  Because of the collaborations forged by state humanities councils, an average of 175 groups and organizations in each state were able to stretch their own resources and provide greater value for the dollar.  This is something else your members of Congress need to know.

3)  Councils support K-12 education.  This is not just about teachers but about our children’s future and therefore the future of our states and communities.  The picture in most places is not pretty, and many councils are playing a critical role in filling a very large gap.  “Our state education system is really suffering,” one director told us.  State budget cuts are killing not just innovative programs for students and teachers but in some states are eroding even the most basic means of support for education, with history and social studies suffering most.  Many councils told us they were the only resource in the state providing content-based professional development for teachers, and others said they were the only entity providing support for civics education.  One director, whose council provides a variety of teacher and classroom resources, put it this way:  Education is critical to our state and our nation’s competitiveness.  Our state and the federal government are investing a great deal of money on K-12 education and university education every year.  Doesn’t it make sense to spend a tiny fraction more to ensure that the quality of classroom teaching makes our large investment a good one?  

4)  Councils help build community pride and identity.  The local history and heritage programs councils support are of tremendous value to the residents of the state.  The Museum on Main Street programs that generate so many community-building activities, the speaker programs that educate community members about their local and state history, reading and discussion programs, the documentary film projects, and the state encyclopedias—all of these help citizens gain an understanding of the place where they live and the events that shaped that place.  Particularly in times of stress, these educational community programs offer a reassuring cohesiveness.

I said earlier that we heard in these conversations—and we hear it daily in all our communications with councils—that although we have a great deal in common, it is also true that each council works in and reflects the needs of a state unlike any other.  You are the people who understand those differences, and you are therefore the experts on your own message.  Our dial-in conversations were fascinating in that regard.  The theme or program that thoroughly engages people in one state might be of limited interest in another.  Issues that citizens consider critical to their future in one state simply do not arise in another.  Words and phrases that resonate with one population can be borderline offensive to another.

The program examples you sent us were a dazzling illustration of this.  From the Civic Education initiative launched by the Rhode Island Council for the Humanities to help fill the need for civic education for K-12 students, to the project that documents and preserves Black cemeteries in Arkansas; from the California Documentary Project that captures the California experience and looks at issues of concern to Californians, to Iowa’s “On the Fly” project conducted in partnership with the Iowa City UNESCO City of Literature; from the Museum Interpretation Initiative that helps 255 Utah museums strengthen their interpretation skills and create more effective exhibitions, to the traveling exhibits in West Virginia that not only captured important stories in the state’s history but also provided opportunities for innovative collaboration for the West Virginia University students who created the design elements for the exhibits, council projects provide a lens through which we can glimpse the needs and the concerns in the individual states that gave rise to these projects.  This is the real strength of the message that you will be carrying into your conversations with members of Congress and their aides.  This is the answer to the questions about what makes your programs not just nice but essential and what you do that no one else is doing.

Finally, a word about one more message that emerged over and over in our conversations and one that it is important for us to remember as we plunge into our visits this week:  Relationships are everything.  It begins, of course, with the relationships you have with the people, the institutions, and the communities in your state.  If those relationships did not exist, you would have no way of claiming the deep understanding of the state’s needs and identity that is your strength.  But this week it is also about relationships with your members of Congress, and here I must pause to say thank you, particularly to those volunteer board members who have carved out time in the midst of many other demands to join in this effort.  You are the people who help us get in the door of these congressional offices.  Your relationships with these members are what prompt them to stop and listen, in a way they might not otherwise do, to the stories of how much the humanities matter to the citizens of their districts and states.  One director told me recently that a particularly unresponsive member of their delegation suddenly had time on his schedule for a personal visit when the right member of their council board called.  I firmly believe, this director said, that he thought if she cared enough about these programs to call him, then it was something he needed to pay attention to.  So we are greatly indebted to you.  As are all your neighbors back in your home states who will continue to reap the benefits of humanities programs because of your commitment and generosity.  Thank you for all you do, and thank you for coming here to let the decision-makers on Capitol Hill know about it.



