


Welcome

We need stories. They are our maps for navigating the
world. Through stories we find ourselves and our
community, trace how we arrived, and chart paths
forward into the unknown. Incomplete or distorted
stories leave us circling, without a sense of direction.
Sharing a beloved story strengthens us, reminding us
that we have a place in this ever-changing world.
Learning a new story nourishes us with new
perspectives.

In 2021, Mass Humanities decided to invest in telling a
more complete and authentic story of our state. As a
public foundation committed to building a more
equitable commonwealth, we believed that
community-centered storytelling could deepen a
sense of belonging for residents and encourage more
people to see the humanities as fundamental to civic
engagement.

Massachusetts is rich with stories that live on through
family picnics, stories recited and sung, stories buried
by gentrification, stories that crossed oceans and
borders, stories that were held close like the loved
ones who told them. Each of these stories draws new
connections in the geography of Massachusetts and
its relationship with the world.

We launched the Expand Massachusetts Stories
grantmaking initiative after witnessing the
groundbreaking work of local organizations who
uplifted the lived experiences of the people they
served. As a funder and partner, we sought to follow
their lead.

In a time when trust in public institutions and, yes,
even our fellow humans seemed to wane, the people
and organizations supported through Expand
Massachusetts Stories demonstrated the many ways
in which changing a narrative can change a
community’s sense of itself and the world around it.
As listeners, conveners, and caregivers, they earn the
trust of the storytellers they serve.

We are grateful for the time and courage these
organizations dedicated to their work, and the wisdom
they shared for this assessment. We thank our
partners at the Mass Cultural Council and the Barr
Foundation, without whom we could not support this
work, and Sarah Lee for her dedication and expertise.

The insights of this report call on Mass Humanities to
find more ways to engage and support the storytellers
of Massachusetts. We made great strides to become
more collaborative, thoughtful stewards of our
resources, and we need to dig deeper. As our nation
grows more divided, we need to join the pieces of our
stories together, gather with the people who steward
them, and chart our way forward in partnership.

We look forward to listening and learning alongside
the storytellers as they bring neighbors together to
heal, to celebrate, and to welcome more people to this
place we call home.

Brian Boyles
Executive
Director

Katherine Stevens
Director of
Grants & Programs



Introduction

Between 2021 and 2024, more than 160
storytelling projects in all parts of Massachusetts
received Expand Massachusetts Stories (EMS)
grants from Mass Humanities, a public foundation
and state affiliate of the National Endowment for
the Humanities. Over that period, EMS has birthed
an incredibly varied portfolio of projects focused
on historically excluded communities, which has
generated profound effects for storytellers and
practitioners and provided eye-opening
experiences for audiences to public programs and
exhibitions. It has directed $3 million to a diverse
group of storytellers at a mix of community-based
organizations, traditional humanities institutions,

and a variety of other ad hoc groups. And it has
helped to define “community-centered storytelling”
as a practice with shared values and common
approaches.

When Mass Humanities launched EMS, it set out to
change the story of Massachusetts so that it more
accurately reflects the richness and complexity of
its communities. From stories of Black
revolutionaries in the Berkshires to Indigenous oral
histories of Mashpee; from the first Latinx
community archive in Lowell to the first community
history of Cambodian refugees in Amherst; from
LGBTQ+ stories of Lynn to the experiences of
workers in New Bedford’s fishing industry — EMS
has been broadening our view of the
commonwealth from north to south and west to
east. Mass Humanities also set out to change the
public storytelling field. The program was an
opportunity for the council to reckon with the fact
that the traditional stewards of the public
humanities (like academic institutions, museums,
and historical societies) have been mired in the
same structures of exclusion and patterns of
inequity that led to an incomplete narrative in the
first place.

A study of the Massachusetts cultural ecosystem

by a national research firm underscored the
importance of such a reckoning for the Mass
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Humanities team. They were struck by the finding
that Massachusetts residents were more likely to
perceive history museums as sites of systemic
racism than any other type of cultural organization.
Over 80% of Black Massachusetts residents said
that they think systemic racism is present in history
museums. Mass Humanities responded with a
cross-sector approach, welcoming applications
from non-traditional storytelling groups, as well as
traditional organizations open to change, and
encouraging a melding of humanities
methodologies and community-based strategies for
centering local voices and knowledge.
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Program Evolution
and Strategy

The program began in 2021 by offering project-
based grants of up to $20,000 for initiatives to
“collect, interpret, and/or share narratives about
the commonwealth, with an emphasis on the voices
and experiences that have gone unrecognized, or
have been excluded from public conversation.” It
invited applications from virtually any type of
organization or group, while requiring that the
project team use the tools of the humanities and
engage humanities expertise. The program team
evolved EMS after the first year when internal
analysis revealed that projects led by people who
identify as Black, Indigenous, or people of color
were still being funded at lower rates and lower
levels than other projects. In response, the team
introduced an additional “Advancing Equity”
application track to provide those from under-
resourced communities with hands-on project
design support while reducing the risks and burden
associated with preparing a full application for
competitive review. Applicants that met specific
eligibility criteria could submit a shorter letter of
intent (LOI) and, if invited into the Advancing
Equity cohort, would receive support to shape
their LOI into a full application which was
essentially pre-approved for funding.

Mass Humanities commissioned this evaluation in
early 2025 to investigate the overall effectiveness
of the Expand Massachusetts Stories strategy,
while informing ongoing strategizing about the
council’s role in the storytelling ecosystem.
Synthesizing a review of administrative grant
records, interviews with 19 project teams, and a
custom survey administered to the project
directors named on all EMS grants between 2021
and 2024, this evaluation focuses on three themes:

Portfolio
the Expand Massachusetts Stories portfolio to date

Outcomes
the direct and indirect outcomes of Expand
Massachusetts Stories

Relationship
the Mass Humanities-grantee relationship
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6%

Projects have
BIPOC leadership

A Profile of the
Expand
Massachusetts
Stories Portfolio

In the program’s first four years, Mass Humanities
awarded 169 EMS grants to 154 unique grant
recipients, representing a nearly-$3 million
investment in storytelling in Massachusetts. There
is no one “typical” EMS project. EMS grants have
supported archival digs and oral histories,
documentary filmmaking and exhibition
development. They've focused on individual
people, as well as entire communities defined by
shared identity, interest, or neighborhood. They
look as far back as the 17th and 18th centuries, and
they focus on life in Massachusetts at this very
moment. But from the outset, EMS has been
shaking up three specific, often overlapping,
assumptions about what a traditional public
humanities-based storytelling project ought to look
like:

Whose stories are told

Three-fifths of projects have collected, shared, or
discussed stories of Black or African-American
communities; half have focused on low-income
communities; and just under half have focused on
immigrants and/or refugees. (Most projects
focused on more than one community.) The
portfolio is nearly evenly split between projects
focused on contemporary Massachusetts
communities or residents and those focused on
historical communities or residents.
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Manos Unidas Read the story
Multicultural Education
Cooperative

Since 1997, Manos Unidas, a multicultural cooperative,
has been organizing Latino immigrant communities in
the Berkshires. Grounded in the principles of liberation v
pedagogy, Manos members have worked collectively
for decades to uplift voices that have been
marginalized and to build a strong and resilient network
of mutual aid in and around Pittsfield. The cooperative
has also given rise to a wide variety of projects and
enterprises: the first bilingual radio show in the
Berkshires; a cross cultural action network; the first

e A o "We are here.
We are very here.
This project
helps make
that visible.”

Anaelisa Jacobsen,
director of Manos Unidas
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The Wel I ness Read the story
Collaborative Inc.

Dr. Karen Craddock, an applied psychologist and
co-founder of The Wellness Collaborative Inc. in
Roxbury, has been thinking about the power of story
for essentially her whole life. A four-generation
Roxbury native, Karen grew up on Warwick Street in

the same historic row house that her father was raised V
in. There, and in the same community spaces
documented by local artist Allan Rohan Crite, Karen
was immersed in stories about the community from her
parents, aunts, uncles, and other elder relatives. As a
psychologist, she’s investigated the role that story can
play in how we make sense of ourselves and our social,
cultural, and geographic contexts. “Storytelling is
essential to our well-being, our vibrancy. It's the first
thing we carry in the world. It's how we make meaning
of life,” she says.

‘It signaled that
Mass Humanities
commitment to
equity was
genuine.”

Dr. Karen Craddock,
co-founder of The Wellness Collaborative Inc.
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Who does the telling

EMS encourages project teams that include people
who identity as Black, Indigenous, or people of
color (BIPOC) and/or people from other historically
excluded communities in key leadership positions.
Eighty-six percent of all projects have had someone
who identifies as BIPOC in a key leadership role,
and 60% have had someone who identifies as part
of another historically excluded community. Both
of these figures have risen since the program
launched.

The program also takes a cross-sector approach,
welcoming projects located at or led by
organizations that are not traditionally thought of
as storytelling organizations — but which have
close connections to the communities involved

— as well those located at or led by more
traditional humanities institutions working in
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responded - their “project
enabled us to document stories
that were at risk of being erased
from the public record.”

community-centered ways. To date, over a third of
all projects have been helmed by community-based
organizations, and such projects have grown from
14% of the portfolio in 2021 to nearly 50% in 2024.

Community-centered storytelling

EMS prioritizes projects that center the lived
experiences, knowledge, and wisdom of local
communities through methods that invite robust
involvement from the communities whose stories
are being collected, shared, or interpreted through
the project. Some of the hallmarks of this way of
working include emphasizing relationship- and
trust-building with community members; directly
involving community members throughout project
design and execution; favoring participatory and
collaborative forms of project decision-making; and
treating storytellers as owners in the storytelling
process.

of survey respondents said that EMS was
a very valuable or profound experience
for their organizations.

said that EMS was a very valuable or
profound experience for themselves
personally.

of survey respondents believe that their
project was very valuable or profound for
the community.
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Erika Slocumb

Shortly after Erika Slocumb submitted her
application to the doctoral program in the
W.E.B. Du Bois Department of Afro-
American Studies at UMass Amherst, a
chat with a friend over a beer led to one of
the defining projects of her career. As Erika
mused about potential dissertation
subjects, her friend, an educator at v
Wistariahurst, an historic house museum

and cultural center in Holyoke, mentioned a

nascent project at the museum: an

investigation into the community’s Black

history.

Read the story

“I'am who | am
because of Mass
Humanities, because
of the funding.
Because of being
able to build the
community.”

Erika Slocumb,
historian

V
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The Direct and
Indirect Outcomes of
EMS

The projects undertaken with EMS support have
created significant value for the communities in
which they were located, the organizations and
other entities that led them, and the individual
project team members involved.

Mirrors and windows to belonging

At the community level, EMS-funded projects have
helped Massachusetts residents see, and be seen
by, each other. For the vast majority of grant
recipients surveyed for this evaluation, the
storytelling projects that they undertook
successfully functioned as “mirrors” that are
helping those from historically excluded
backgrounds build self-worth and a sense of
belonging in their communities. And for an equally
large portion of grant recipients, their projects
successfully served as “windows” that help the
public appreciate and understand the lived
experiences of people different from themselves.

These projects also fostered more socially cohesive
communities across the commonwealth, enabling
storytellers to bring their communities together for
connection and collective identity formation.
These findings align with and underscore a mature
body of research that shows the power of cultural
engagement in affirming belonging and inclusion,
especially for marginalized groups, while nurturing
social connections and cohesion across difference.

Community influence

By fostering belonging, bridging, and social
cohesion, EMS-funded storytelling projects have
paved the way for noteworthy, but slightly less
prevalent, benefits related to community
participation, agency, and influence in the civic and
public spheres. Whether intentionally or not, grant
recipients echoed a robust theoretical and
empirical social science literature in drawing a
straight line from bringing people together to
building community power and positioning
communities to advocate for themselves in civic
space.

Audience Engagement

For grant recipient organizations, EMS has
functioned most effectively as an audience
engagement tool by enabling them to offer a
higher-quality experience to their constituents and
enabling them to deepen their relationships with
communities they already engaged.

Mass Humanities
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“That relationship-
building and trust
piece was really
furthered through this
process of creating
this exhibit, putting us
more in the minds of
folks that live here as a
trustworthy entity.”

— Grantee interview
—WI

helped members of the

o public learn about the lived
experiences and issues
o facing the communities

whose stories were
represented.

helped storytellers and other
o contributors feel a greater
sense of esteem and
o confidence.
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“It's the space and the

freedom and support to do
wild things that would never

be possible otherwise.’

— Grantee interview
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Public Record

As a program, EMS has begun to reshape the
narrative of Massachusetts by engendering a
significant body of community-centered storytelling
about historically excluded communities. In
aggregate, over 1,000 new interviews have been
collected, over 1,300 interviews (old or new) have
been preserved in an archive, and nearly 700 live
community events have been produced. These
projects have added a diversity of voices, stories,
and experiences to the public record — stories that
have previously been left out of or were at risk of
being erased from the public record. The program
may still be too young to see a sizeable ripple effect
in terms of inspiring additional community-centered
storytelling work, but there are glimmers that such
impact may arise in the coming years: two-thirds of
those funded in the program’s first year said that
their project had inspired others in their community
to experiment with this kind of work.

Grantee Capacity

EMS has been moderately successful in helping
organizations build skills, capacity, relationships,
and trustworthiness needed to engage in
community-centered storytelling work. In
particular, it has helped them establish trust, both
with specific communities and as a steward of
community stories. EMS has had a mixed impact on
grant recipients’ fundraising capacity, making it
easier for them to raise other funds by enabling
them to develop a portfolio of work to buttress
fundraising efforts — but helping only a third of
recipients to establish new funder connections. In
general, grant recipients pointed to an ecosystem-
level need to foster more funding for community-
centered storytelling, which is explored further
below.

helped community members feel
that they have power over the
future of their community.
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Hampshire County Read the story
Food Policy Council

The Hampshire County Food Policy Council
launched in 2022, inspired by several years
of intensive community engagement work
to explore the root causes of food
insecurity in the region. Conceived of as a v
resident-led coalition, the Food Policy

Council set out to build a healthy,

affordable, and resilient community-owned

food system in Hampshire County. It was

structured as a set of decentralized

“Circles,” or community-comprised working

groups, each charged with contributing to

the Council's overall mission but

empowered with the autonomy and

authority to develop and execute its own

strategy.

Kristen Whitmore at “The Future of
Storytelling” workshop hosted by
Mass Humanities in Holyoke in 2024.

“It is humanities-and-
culture-based work
that is really the
foundation of the
types of systems
change that we want.”

Kristen Whitmore,
director of Hampshire County Food Policy Council

-V
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The Mass Humanities
and Grantee
Relationship

The hallmarks of EMS, as a grantmaking program,
are the accessible, flexible, and people-first support
that Mass Humanities’' program officers provide to
practitioners, along with the program'’s clarity of
intention and purpose — both of which received
high marks from grant recipients.

Trust-based approach

Grant recipients praised the support that they
received from individual Mass Humanities program
officers, especially during the application process.
They emphasized the respectful, trust-based
approach that Mass Humanities takes to
relationship-building. These projects are rewarding,
but not easy or straightforward. Many grant
recipients are either newer to storytelling methods
like oral history or newer to community-engaged
ways of working, and so these projects demand a
considerable investment of time. Most felt that
Mass Humanities’ overall flexibility was an
important ingredient in enabling them to adapt to
evolving on-the-ground circumstances and build
trust with the communities they were working in.

Grant recipients’ organizational
operating budget

Mass Humanities
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"‘Most of the
organizations were
in the realm of small

or emerging or
community-based
organizations, and
you don't often get
that kind of respect
from your funders.’

— Grantee interview

summary

People-centered

There is almost universal support for this program
to continue to center voices and experiences that
have gone unrecognized or have been excluded
from the Massachusetts story. Grant recipients
appreciate the focus on everyday people, both as
the subjects of storytelling projects and as the
owners of their stories.

Cross-sector

Many grant recipients, and especially those from
community-based organizations, appreciate the
cross-sector philosophy of EMS. They see the
program’s emphasis on encouraging projects
undertaken by entities that are not traditional
storytelling organizations as a distinct asset of the
program, while appreciating the diverse mix of
organizations and groups that have been
supported.
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Wellspring House

At first glance, Wellspring House might seem like an
unlikely candidate to undertake a major historical
investigation into 18th- and 19th-century Gloucester.
Founded in 1981, the nonprofit human services
organization focuses on helping adults and families
achieve financial stability. But Wellspring's office
headquarters are located in a West Gloucester
property that includes a homestead dating to 1709. v
Shortly after moving in, the previous owners gave the
Wellspring team a box of photos that hinted at the
house’s history — and, specifically, that multiple
generations of a prominent Black family had lived in it
for a significant period of time. While Wellspring staff
focused on building the core set of services they
provide to North Shore residents, their curiosity about
the house’s past residents simmered away.

Read the story

‘| don't think we
can solely rely
on humanities

organizations to

tell it all.”

Melissa A. Dimond,
executive director of Wellspring House

-V
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“I'd like to do
anything we can to
help the piece that

we are doing fit
into a larger web of
knowledge. Where
we could start to
knit together these
stories that could
reveal larger themes
about history.”

— Grantee interview

\/

/5%
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Opportunity for
Mass Humanities

While the central ingredients of the EMS program
are strong and worth sustaining, the findings point
toward a couple of opportunities for Mass
Humanities to strengthen the program:

Cohort building

Mass Humanities introduced the Advancing Equity
application track to the program in 2022, to reduce
the disproportionate burdens that those who have
historically had less access to philanthropic
resources face when applying for grant funding,
while also offering additional support through the
application and project design process. As a
concrete way of embodying Mass Humanities'’
commitment to equity, the Advancing Equity track
has been a tremendous success. But there's also
evidence that the peer convening, learning, and
support elements could do more to meet the needs
of some participants.

Implementation support

With limited resources, Mass Humanities staff have
invested most heavily in providing grantseekers
with support during the application process. That
decision is showing up in the data as slightly lower
satisfaction with the post-award components of
the program. There is an opportunity here for Mass
Humanities to seek ways to enhance the
implementation support.

chose “create media, exhibition,
film, or other content in
collaboration with Mass
Humanities” as one of the most

helpful ways Mass Humanities
could advance their work.

Mass Humanities



Storytelling
Ecosystem

The findings also point toward a few wishes that
EMS grant recipients have for the broader public
storytelling ecosystem in Massachusetts. While
Mass Humanities is, of course, not the only
stakeholder in that ecosystem, each does point to
specific opportunities for the organization.

More funding to sustain community-
centered storytelling

The evaluation surfaced the limited availability of
funding sources that enable practitioners to invest
in the kind of time-intensive, person-to-person
relationship-building work that is so critical to
community-centered storytelling. For some in the
portfolio, there’s a risk of not being able to see
through the good work they've started through
EMS simply because the resources to invest in
sustainable organizational infrastructure and
staffing for the work are not available. For Mass
Humanities, responding to this need could mean
exercising its convening power to bring together
storytelling funders with storytellers — especially
those working outside of traditional storytelling
organizations. It could also mean introducing
distinct funding pathways for groups that are just
beginning to experiment with community-centered
storytelling and groups that need resources to
extend and deepen their storytelling practice.

More connection, coordination, and solidarity
as a community of practice

While EMS grant recipients are generally satisfied
with opportunities within the program for
convening, they also pointed toward the need for
more coordination to advance community-

Co-Creation '\\
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centered storytelling as a field and expanding the
Massachusetts story as a shared goal. There's an
opportunity to ensure that practitioners are
sharing practices and learning with each other
while, at the same time, ensuring that the individual
stories that they’re telling or reinterpreting are
adding up to a macro reframing of the
Massachusetts story. For Mass Humanities,
responding to this need could mean refining its
convening strategy within the EMS program, while
also seeking out opportunities to connect projects
within the EMS portfolio to the broader public
narrative field — and the broader public narrative
of Massachusetts.

Engaging the public with storytelling work

Ultimately, the impact of these projects is
proportional to their visibility with the public, and
grant recipients would welcome and benefit from
more support in maximizing the reach of their
work. The video features that Mass Humanities has
created about a handful of EMS projects are a
natural place to start when thinking about ways to
address this need. So for Mass Humanities,
responding to this need could mean collaborating
with grant recipients to co-create media and
generate visibility for public storytelling products.
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