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Third Coast Conversations:  
Dialogues about Water in Michigan 

 Abstract 
Third Coast Conversations: Dialogues about Water in Michigan, will be a series of statewide 
public conversations taking place in 31 communities over two years that focus on the cultural, 
social, historical, and environmental factors that connect Michigan’s people to their water. The 
project will be led by the Michigan Humanities Council in collaboration with their strong 
network of partner organizations on the ground. The conversation-based project will allow MHC 
to augment Water/Ways, a Smithsonian Institution Museum on Main Street travelling exhibit that 
MHC is already bringing to six rural communities in Michigan with populations of 20,000 
people or less as part of our regularly scheduled programming. The exhibit topic, as well as 
ongoing issues concerning drinking water quality in Flint and other communities, presents a 
unique opportunity to focus attention on the importance of water as Michigan’s most valuable 
natural resource.  

The state of Michigan is often referred to colloquially as the nation’s “third coast,” because it 
boasts the most miles of shoreline in the contiguous United States, bordering four of the five 
Great Lakes. Together, the lakes hold some six quadrillion gallons of water, 84 percent of North 
America’s surface freshwater supply.1 This setting gives Michigan a stunning natural landscape 
and a long history of human use beginning with the state’s indigenous peoples (Annishinabe). 
An abundance of water also made Michigan a lucrative place to do business and develop 
industry, including a booming tourism economy. At the same time, access to safe, clean water 
has also been a scarcity. Michigan’s heritage as an industrial place in the “rust belt” means that 
the state faces distinct challenges related to its water supply, such as an aging infrastructure for 
delivering drinking water that has been particularly devastating in the city of Flint. Proposals to 
divert water from the Great Lakes to outlying areas of the nation have also put Michigan’s 
proximity to freshwater in the national spotlight. In its paradoxical abundance and scarcity, water 
binds and divides our state and its people. For this reason, it is an important topic that is ripe for 
conversation among residents from all corners of the state.  

Third Coast Conversations will use the humanities to help more people engage in the public 
square and contribute to the common good by providing resources for local organizations to 
create facilitated discussions around the topic of water. The project will provide points of entry 
into a complex contemporary topic and will, in turn, help participants develop a renewed 
appreciation for the ways water impacts our state and its people and learn about complex topics 
and challenges in dialogue with each other, scholars, and other experts. Rather than focusing 
exclusively on the science of water, the humanities-focus of Third Coast Conversations will 

1 Heasley, Lynne and Daniel Macfarlane, “Negotiating Abundance and Scarcity: Introduction to a Fluid Border” in 
Border Flows: A Century of the Canadian-American Water Relationship, 2016, pp. 3.  
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allow more people to find a way into the topic—through their history, culture, ethics, literature, 
and identity as Michiganders.  

The project will explore water from diverse humanities perspectives. Local conversations will be 
guided by the following themes: 

Indigenous peoples’ perspectives on water; Access and rights to water; Infrastructure, industry, 
and the challenges of urban water systems; The role of water in shaping Michigan’s human 
history; Recovery and resilience of waterways; Tourism and a sense of place.  

In consultation with an advisory group of interdisciplinary humanities scholars and educators, 
MHC will put out a competitive RFP to select the 31 host sites (six of which will also host the 
Smithsonian Water/Ways exhibit), create humanities-based discussion guides, and develop 
specific topics from these broad themes that resonate locally.  

Nature of the Request  
The Michigan Humanities Council (MHC) is requesting $399,396 from the National Endowment 
for the Humanities to develop and implement a community conversation project on the topic of 
water. The innovative outreach and conversation project, titled Third Coast Conversations: 
Dialogues about Water in Michigan, will offer cultural organizations across Michigan 
opportunities to present public humanities programs that explore water from diverse perspectives 
and voices. The project will be a platform to enhance and increase the statewide impact of the 
Smithsonian Institution Museum on Main Street travelling exhibit Water/Ways. MHC is bringing 
the exhibit to six Michigan communities with populations of 20,000 people or less during 2018–
2019 as part of our regularly scheduled programming. Third Coast Conversations will support 
supplemental community conversations in the six communities selected to host the Water/Ways 
exhibit designed in consultation with the project directors for the exhibit (MHC determines the 
host sites for the exhibit through a competitive call). In addition, Third Coast Conversations will 
support 25 additional conversations in communities of all sizes across Michigan for a total of 31 
communities. By providing support for community conversations around topics connected to 
water, the goal of the project is to help more people across the state learn about the issues related 
to water that affect their communities in the 21st century.  

MHC will issue an RFP for 25 sites to participate and do targeted outreach and work with 
applicants to cultivate topics and facilitators that align with the following themes:  

● Indigenous communities and water 
● Access and rights to water 
● Infrastructure, industry, and the challenges of urban water systems  
● The role of water in shaping Michigan’s human history 
● Recovery and resilience of waterways 
● Tourism and a sense of place 
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The project’s advisory committee of humanities scholars and educators will be responsible for 
selecting the final 25 sites. Each site selected to participate (including the six Water/Ways sites) 
will receive grants of up to $5,000 to fund 3–5 different community conversations around one of 
the above themes related to water. To enhance the impact of the program, MHC will also create a 
dedicated Third Coast Conversations webpage with a calendar of events, blog, and podcasts. 
Blog posts will be written by members of the program’s advisory group, as well as at least one 
post by the facilitator/lead at each host site (for a total of at least 31 posts on varied topics. We 
anticipate some sites may wish to write more). Short Podcasts (approximately 20 minutes) on 
each of the themes above will also be recorded with the eight scholars on the advisory group. 
Specific topics within these themes relate to the individual's expertise and will be determined 
with them once the project begins. 

Third Coast Conversations connects to several of the NEH’s areas of interest. For example, it 
addresses the “Common Good: Humanities in the Public Square” by connecting the humanities 
to current conditions in national life, specifically around the challenge of access to water, water 
rights, and the problems posed for cities with aging infrastructure for delivering what many 
Americans take for granted: fresh running water. The conversations across the state will connect 
humanities scholars to public audiences to explore challenging topics related to water, both 
illuminating the complexity of the challenges while enriching how people across the state 
understand how these topics relate to the common good of our state and national livelihood. 
Water is a shared resource and “Third Coast Conversations” will help Michiganders better 
understand how this resource has connected and divided the people of our state, both in the past 
and present.  

Additionally, the conversations MHC is proposing will also be intentionally planned and 
awarded funding so that they are reaching underserved audiences, both in terms of demographics 
and geography. For example, we are working with the Little Traverse Bay Bands of Odawa 
Indians. The project will explore water from a range of humanities perspectives, giving attention 
to groups that have been traditionally absent from having a voice in conversations about water, 
such as communities of color in Flint.  

Humanities Content  
The humanities content of Third Coast Conversations focuses on the historical, cultural, and 
social qualities of water to Michigan’s residents, across different time periods and regions, in 
conversation with the ecological and scientific dimensions of water. Water is an interdisciplinary 
topic and Third Coast Conversations will contribute a deeper understanding of this substance to 
broad public audiences by revealing the interconnections between the various ways humans 
understand and use water as a part of their cultural and biological existence. Water is integral to 
our lives, yet often has faded into the background of our consciousness until moments of crisis, 
such as lead tainted drinking water discovered in Flint in 2014, revealing humans’ fragile 
relationship to this critical and threatened resource.  
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By exploring water in communities across Michigan, the overarching goal of Third Coast 
Conversations is to heighten the general public’s knowledge of water and ability to contribute to 
conversations about its history, relevance, and challenges in our contemporary society. As 
historians Lynne Heasley and Daniel Macfarlane argue, the environmental humanities and 
historical scholarship around the topic of water has more often than not focused on the western 
half of the United States, leaving the Great Lakes region and Michigan with a lack of 
engagement around the topic.2 Third Coast Conversations will help to fill this void and 
contribute to the public dimensions of the environmental humanities by bringing diverse public 
audiences into dialogue with humanities scholars, educators, and researchers through community 
conversations, a blog, and podcasts on unique topics related to water in Michigan.  

An additional goal of the project is to enhance and strengthen the statewide impact of the 
Smithsonian Institution travelling exhibition Water/Ways, which will tour Michigan during 
2018–2019, by engaging more Michiganders with the topic of water through state-wide 
community conversations that extend beyond the six sites MHC will select for the Water/Ways 
exhibit as part of our regular programming. The exhibit’s interpretive content focuses on the 
multifaceted ways water affects our everyday lives and larger society—its role in shaping our 
planet, environment, culture, and history. The exhibition aims to unpack what water means to 
human societies, using examples from everyday life to help visitors to build a deeper 
understanding and renewed appreciation for this familiar substance. 

The exhibition’s introduction describes the multifaceted ways in which water influences human 
cultures: “In societies across the globe, water serves as a source of peace and contemplation. 
Many faiths revere water as a sacred symbol. Authors and artists are inspired by the complex 
character of water—a substance that is seemingly soft and graceful that is yet a powerful and 
nearly unstoppable force. Water also plays a practical role in American society. The availability 
of water affected settlement and migration patterns. Access to water and control of water 
resources have long been a central part of political and economic planning. Human creativity and 
resourcefulness provide new ways of protecting water resources and renewing respect for the 
natural environment.”3 Through this framework, Water/Ways tells a national and global story 
that local communities can connect with through their own stories and experiences. Michigan has 
also been an important part of the history and culture of water. From its cultural and economic 
significance to the Anishinabek and shaping the contours of industrial growth as shipments of 
iron ore traveled the Great Lakes from the Upper Peninsula, to the stark social and racial 
divisions revealed by the contamination of drinking water in Flint and the location of polluted 
rivers, lakes, and streams, water has had a profound impact on the people of our state. As 
scholarship in the environmental humanities has described, the tension between abundance and 
scarcity has shaped the meaning, use, and availability of water in the Great Lakes state. The 

2 Heasley, Lynne and Daniel Macfarlane, “Negotiating Abundance and Scarcity: Introduction to a Fluid Border” in 
Border Flows: A Century of the Canadian-American Water Relationship, 2016, pp. 5–7.  
3 https://museumonmainstreet.org/content/waterways 
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themes of Third Coast Conversations will use this framework of abundance and scarcity to spark 
productive conversations among Michiganders.  

Amidst these broad transformations and crises related to water, the people most affected by 
changes to water systems, both natural and human controlled, often lack a means of being a part 
of conversations about this resource. By being responsive to local topics through a themed RFP, 
Third Coast Conversations will help more people be a part these conversations and better 
understand how their daily lives and culture are influenced by water. Third Coast Conversations 
will help expand these themes and ideas about water across the state.  

The humanities content of Third Coast Conversations, a series of complementary state-wide 
community conversations in 31 communities, will build from ideas of the exhibit and revolve 
around the following questions: What does water mean to the diverse residents of Michigan in 
the 21st century? How has water influenced the history and cultures of Michigan? And what 
might possible futures for water look like in Michigan and the Great Lakes region 10, 50, and 
100 years from now? With these questions as a guide for outreach and the RFP, MHC supported 
statewide conversations will seek to understand and explain the significance of what people have 
thought and done to the natural resource of water throughout Michigan’s past and present, 
generating new insights and knowledge by engaging people in conversations.  

To further unpack these questions and help Michiganders discuss them in relation to local 
contexts and diverse sets of local knowledge, the RFP for Third Coast Conversations asks 
applicants to focus on one or more of the following humanities themes as they relate to the 
overarching topic of water:  

Indigenous Communities and Water. Michigan’s 12 federally recognized tribes, collectively 
known as the Anishinabe people, have had the longest history with Michigan’s water. Yet the 
treaties and beliefs that shape their legal and cultural relationships to the Great Lakes are often 
misunderstood. For example, 19th century treaties (and 20th century legal decisions about those 
treaties) determine the fishing rights of Michigan’s native communities. With this theme and 
targeted outreach (in particular through advisory group member Eric Hemenway), MHC will 
bring voices from Michigan’s native communities into conversations about how water affects 
their lives today, from invasive species threatening traditional Native fishing waters to the 
environmental history that shaped the way the Anishinabe people made their lives along the 
Great Lakes.  
 
Access and Rights to Water. Who has access to water and for what purposes? And what happens 
when invasive species threaten the ways Michigan’s water systems and ecosystems function for 
humans, flora, and fauna? How might dam removal impact recreational uses of rivers? Laws and 
policies created in the distant and not-so-distant past shape how, who, and to what ends people 
and organizations have access to water. The high cost of supplying drinking water to residents in 
Highland Park and Detroit has brought attention to the ways access to water is shaped by 
economic means. Nestle’s plans to draw more water from natural springs in north central lower 
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Michigan have also sparked debates among rural and urban residents alike over the tension 
between abundance, scarcity, and economics. Conversations addressing this theme will address 
the tension between water as a necessity for human life and an economic commodity, providing 
audiences with the means to understand all sides of the issues and debates surrounding water 
rights in Michigan.  
 
Infrastructure and the Challenges of Urban Water Systems. People sometimes think of water, 
like the wilderness, in terms of natural areas and shorelines used for recreation and relaxation. At 
the same time, Michiganders also have connections to water in their everyday lives when they 
wash their hands, take a shower, or prepare their meals. During the 20th century, modern 
technology made it increasingly easy to take access to safe and clean drinking water for granted 
in cities in Michigan and across the United States. In 2014, however, a series of events resulted 
in lead contamination in drinking water of residents in Flint, Michigan. With devastating health 
consequences, the crisis in Flint brought attention to aging infrastructure and the negative effects 
it can have on urban water supplies, not only in Flint, but in cities such as Detroit as well. With 
this theme, MHC will work with advisory group members and organizations in Flint and other 
urban communities to engage in conversations that examine historical causes of infrastructure 
issues, the racial and socioeconomic dimensions of urban water systems, as well as ways of 
beginning conversations about the future of supplying water to Michigan's urban areas. Working 
with organizations such as the Buckham Fine Arts Project (see attached support letter), MHC 
will help residents in Flint have a space to reflect on the on-going crisis and come together by 
discussing visions for the future.  
 
The Role of Water in Shaping Michigan’s Human History. From shipments of lumber to rebuild 
Chicago after the fire in 1871 to iron ore and copper across Lake Superior, Michigan’s 
waterways played a critical role in Michigan’s past and enabled the state’s industrial growth. 
Community conversations in this category will focus explicitly on the how past uses of water 
have influenced present-day circumstances in Michigan. For example, how has proximity to 
water guided the development, decline, and revitalization of Michigan's communities? What can 
we learn from how water has been used in the past that might help communities imagine new 
relationships with water as climate change, economic transformations, and past uses of water are 
no longer profitable or meaningful to local communities?  
 
Recovery and Resilience of Waterways. In recent decades, concerned citizens have worked 
through organizations to transform some waterways from sites of pollution and invasive species 
to recreational resources and natural habitats. What has the history of revitalizing these 
waterways been? How might communities learn from one another to imagine new futures for 
their waterways when their current uses become jeopardized or obsolete? Conversations around 
this theme will be engaged in learning from the past to shape the future, learning form tangible 
projects that have already been implemented. For example, MHC will work with an organization 
called Friends of the Rouge, who have helped transform the once predominantly industrial 
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Rouge River in Detroit into an educational and natural resource for Metro Detroit’s population, 
to reach audiences interested in imagining how water resources can be a part of the common 
good, playing a role as an educational and public resource in civil society. 

 
Tourism and a Sense of Place. Since the 19th century, Michigan's lakes and rivers have drawn 
tourists regionally, nationally, and internationally because of their beauty and identity as restful 
places. But where does this sense of place come from and who creates it? Contemporary authors 
such as Bonnie Jo Campbell, as well as icons of American literature such as Ernest 
Hemmingway have endowed Michigan's water with a distinct sense of place through their words. 
Tourism has also been a means through which lakeshore communities have reinvented their 
economies, from fishing and logging towns to sites of travel and leisure. By engaging authors, 
artists, writers from all backgrounds, as well as developers, and chambers of commerce who help 
shape the distinct identities of Michigan's water ways, conversations in this theme will look at 
the tensions between how Michigan’s water is imagined culturally and the reality of how it is 
experienced by people on the ground.  

Through humanities scholarship in environmental history, urban history, literature, public 
history, and Native American studies drawn from the expertise of our advisory group, Third 
Coast Conversations will start dialogs, build excitement, facilitate connections, and open doors 
for local communities in urban, rural, and suburban areas of the state to examine history, culture, 
people, and cultivate a renewed sense of local pride by examining the topic of water in ways that 
resonate with issues that matter locally. 

Project Formats 
Programs at Host Sites 

For those of us who are not technical experts, Third Coast Conversations will provide a means 
for the general public to be a part of conversations with scholars and experts across the state as 
they examine the past, present, and future of water through facilitated dialogues. In MHC’s 
extensive experience implementing public humanities project, we have found that providing 
small grants with a thematic focus in consultation with scholars is the best way to instigate new 
ideas among our network of cultural organizations while also being responsive to the topics, 
voices, and issues that communities face on a local level. All events and program resources will 
be free and open to the general public.  

Six of the 31 host communities will be those where the Water/Ways exhibit tours. Although the 
specific six sites for the Smithsonian Exhibit will not be selected until June 2017 (based on the 
already established timeline for an open call for sites that MHC uses with every MoMS exhibit 
we bring to the state), we will work with our Advisory Group of scholars and partners in those 
communities to create a series of 2–5 conversations in each community where the exhibit travel 
around the themes described in the “Humanities Content” section above. Each site typically 
plans at least one public program, so it is feasible to develop a community conversation as part of 
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the plan for bringing the exhibit to a community. To support the additional programming, each of 
these six sites will receive a grant of $5,000 from this grant request. Any costs in excess of this 
amount would be met through a match from the host site. Topics and facilitators for the 
community conversations will be selected by the host sites in consultation with MHC.  

An additional 25 sites for community conversations will be selected by the advisory group 
through a competitive RFP and awarded grants of $5,000 to cover most of the costs associated 
with implementing the conversation series (venue fees, speaker/facilitator honorarium, printing, 
staff time). Organizations must be nonprofits and meet the same requirements as MHC’s grant 
applicants and program partners (submit documentation of nonprofit status, budget, and respond 
to questions about how they will facilitate the community conversations). In the application, sites 
will describe how the topic for their conversation fits within one or more of the core themes 
described in the “Humanities Content” section above. They will also have to describe the speaker 
for the conversations, who will facilitate to ensure varied audience voices are included, and the 
format for the dialogues. MHC will work closely with selected sites to ensure the projects are 
designed and facilitated in such a way as to include diverse audiences and voices in the 
discussions that will bring the insights of the environmental humanities to broad public 
audiences across Michigan. Through outreach and the selection process, we will also work to 
ensure that sites are distributed geographically in all corners of the state, and that the 
conversation sites and topics represent people of diverse racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic 
backgrounds.  

In the application, organizations will identify how their specific topic fits within one of the six 
core themes (described in “Humanities Content” section above). With programs such as the 
Great Michigan Read and award-winning program Heritage Grants: Exploring the History of All 
Michigan’s People, MHC has found its programs are most successful when we use broader 
topics and themes to guide efforts on a local level through re-granting resources. Although the 
topics of these programs are different, this experience (i.e., application system is well 
established, strong communication and outreach channels) will help Third Coast Conversations 
play to MHC’s strength as a grant-making organization that works through local collaborations 
and partnerships. For example, Heritage Grants was set-up and established on a three-year 
timeline and made possible 56 public humanities projects across Michigan. Third Coast 
Conversations will function similarly. A sample rubric for project selection used in the Heritage 
Grants Program is included at the end of this application.  

Once an advisory group of experts selects projects and communities for conversations through an 
open application, conversation facilitators from each host organization will attend an MHC 
sponsored training in Lansing to guide them in facilitating their conversations. Through our other 
programming, we have found local communities have the knowledge and individuals ready to 
lead these conversations. What they need most are the financial resources/capacity to help 
implement them. The re-grant portion of Third Coast Conversations will make the program 
responsive and locally relevant, while also using the theme’s above to put local topics in larger 

NEH application: Third Coast Conversations: Dialogues about Water in Michigan 8 of 155



national and global frames of reference. Sites will be selected by our advisory group of scholars 
and educators. 

Digital Resources 

To connect the local topics and sites to the overarching project, MHC will create a dedicated 
Third Coast Conversations website, which will include a central place for resources on the core 
themes (described in “Humanities Content” section above), which will be created in consultation 
with the expertise of our advisory group; a calendar of all conversations taking place; as well as 
the application for sites to apply for funding to host conversations. Common logos, 
communications, and publicity will also link the projects to one another and give the 
conversations programmatic coherence. 

The website will also include a blog. Each host site will be required to author at least one blog 
post on the topic surrounding their conversations. This part of the program will help share the 
issues and topics with a wider audience—across host sites and with others interested in the topic, 
but who may be unable to attend an in-person program. The blog posts will also help to preserve 
elements of the public programs after the events themselves conclude. After the project wraps 
up, the website (hosted on MHC’s server) will be a “digital anthology,” containing a map and 
summaries of the conversation topics, sites, and blog posts written by local facilitators/scholars. 
It will be similar to the website MHC created to showcase its Heritage Grants work.  

Additionally, MHC will work with a digital consultant, likely Long Haul Productions of Three 
Oaks, MI, to create podcasts with each of the advisory group members. They will speak on 
topics connected their humanities-based research, particularly as it relates to one or more of the 
core themes, described in the “Humanities Content” section above. 

Educational and Interpretive Materials for Host Sites 

● Discussion guides 
● Brochure/rack card (customizable for each site) 
● Publicity poster (customizable for each site) 
● Evaluation forms 
● Blog  
● Podcasts  

Selection of Sites for the Project 

MHC will invite applications from cultural organizations across Michigan, using our email lists, 
social media, environmental organizations, our advisory group's networks, and selected mailings. 
The RFP will be featured prominently on the MHC website and promoted through our monthly 
ENews. MHC anticipates high interest in this unique project because of its connection to the 
MoMS travelling exhibit and on-going issues related to water in Michigan that affect 
contemporary life and the array of materials available to support programs. A number of 
organizations have already expressed interest in hosting conversations (see support letters 
attached to this application). Although they were unable to submit a letter at the time of 

NEH application: Third Coast Conversations: Dialogues about Water in Michigan 9 of 155



submission, MHC is also working with the Office of the Great Lakes at the Michigan 
Department of Environmental Quality to assist with outreach for this project.  

The sites will be selected based upon the following criteria: recruitment of a qualified lead 
scholar/facilitator for local programming; contact with other local organizations and institutions 
for help in supporting programs and drawing an audience/participants; evidence that the 
organization has investigated issues surrounding water that are timely and relevant to local 
community context; commitment to a publicity plan that will make the widest possible audience 
aware of the programs; evidence of administrative support and experience with implementing 
public programs; commitment to writing a blog post; and enthusiasm and ideas for connecting 
the community with the topic of water around one of the core themes described in the 
“Humanities Content” section above. Each site will be required to host a minimum of two 
conversations and a maximum of five, resulting in 620–155 required public programs presented 
in 31 Michigan communities during the project. Based on MHC’s past experience with the Great 
Michigan Read and Heritage Grants Program, we believe five conversations is the maximum 
that sites would be able to sustain for the funds provided. MHC staff will create a rubric for 
selecting sites, similar to that used for our Humanities and Heritage Grant programs (see 
attachment).  

Project Meetings During the Implementation Period 

Meetings during the implementation period will include the following:  

1. Within one month of being notified of the grant award, a teleconference with the 
project’s advisory group of scholars to review humanities themes, confirm final plan for 
RFP, discuss topics for six Water/Ways sites, and touch base about project’s timeline and 
plan moving forward.  

2. A one-day meeting of the project’s advisory group in Lansing to review applications 
submitted and decide which of the 25 additional sites will be awarded funds, in February 
2018. 

3. A one-day planning workshop in Lansing in May 2018 for the project lead and/or 
facilitator from each selected host site. Presenters at the workshop will include 
scholars/educators from the project’s advisory group, MHC staff, and public program 
managers with experience in various forms of facilitated conversation and public cultural 
programming. A sample agenda follows:  

 Morning:  

● Introduction to the project goals for broadening public engagement in the 
humanities and project themes around topic of water.  

● Review and discussion of themes led by scholar(s) familiar with each area.  
● Broader discussion about water and its role in shaping Michigan’s cultural and 

natural history.  
 Afternoon:  
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● Facilitating conversations: discussion of methods for facilitating conversation, 
rather than simply having a speaker talk.  

● Publicity: how to get the word out about your programs, methods, materials, 
targeting and including new audiences.  

● Project partners: how to make a project mutually beneficial, working with them, 
what to expect.  

● Evaluation: guide to implementing successful program evaluation; handout 
materials.  

● Review of interpretive and educational materials for host sites.  
 

Planning workshops have been very successful for previous MHC programs, such as the 
convenings we held for grantees of our Heritage Grants Program. Project partners and scholars 
are excited about meeting each other and learning new skills and developing programs around a 
shared goal and project. They have been particularly useful for discussing evaluation and 
ensuring everyone is on the same page regarding requirements. To stay in contact with one 
another, exchange ideas and resources, MHC will create an email discussion list and shared 
Google Drive dedicated to the project, ensuring that a humanities network is created that might 
enable new partnerships and projects after this one concludes.  

Upon completion of the community conversations in July of 2019, MHC will convene a final 
one-day symposium in Lansing, MI. Like the orientation described above, host sites will send 
representatives to attend. The general public will also be invited to attend.  The goal of the 
concluding symposium will be to reflect on the insights gained and lessons learned from each of 
the individual sites that hosted community conversations. Break out sessions will allow 
individuals and organizations from across the state to come together to reflect on their work and 
lay the groundwork for future projects. The project scholars will participate by serving on a 
discussion panel and facilitating breakout groups on each of the six project themes. The 
symposium will be a final “wrap up” conversation for the Third Coast Conversations project as a 
whole.   

Project Resources 
MHC has a well-established online application system for grants and programs, which we will 
adapt to meet the thematic focus of Third Coast Conversations by changing the questions asked 
and providing detailed guidelines and resources on a dedicated page within MHC’s website. 
These will include descriptions of the humanities themes around which MHC will seek proposals 
(described in “Humanities Content” section above). In addition, MHC will have a bibliography 
and list of resources available for applicants to consult, should they need further information. 
Staff at MHC will work with our advisory committee to finalize this list of resources and to 
direct us to additional resources as we create discussion guides. Staff frequently use the 
Michigan State University and University of Michigan library systems for research purposes, 
such as when creating discussion guides on specific themes for the Great Michigan Read 
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program. Additionally, each of our advisory committee members will provide host sites in their 
regions with access to additional resources and information through their institutions as needed 
to shape programs. Environmental organizations, such as Friends of the Rouge (see attached 
support letter), will also be resources in distributing information about the project and connecting 
MHC with audiences interested in environmental topics.  

Project History  
The idea for Third Coast Conversations grew out of a desire to help Michigan residents find 
spaces to understand current issues, “wicked problems,” and grand challenges facing the quality 
of the environment in Michigan, such as the Flint water crisis, as well as the importance of the 
Great Lakes to Michigan’s economy and sense of place. The Michigan Department of 
Environmental Quality (MDEQ) has also reached out to MHC about the possibility of our 
organization about the possibility engaging communities in dialogues and civic discourse about 
water, particularly in light of the on-going water crisis in Flint, because they lack the 
mechanisms and humanities expertise to do so effectively.  In addition, because MHC is bringing 
the Water/Ways exhibit to Michigan, the time seemed right to build a network of public 
humanities programs across the state and more directly focus on water and the environment as 
they present pressing challenges for Michiganders, as well as people across the nation and 
beyond.  

Our interest in the environmental humanities, and water specifically, also grew from projects 
MHC has supported in the past. MHC also has partners, grantees, and board members working 
on issues related to water that affect their local communities.  For example, in 2014 MHC funded 
a project through the White Lake Community Library outside Muskegon that addressed the need 
for area residents to better understand the impact of water pollution and restoration on local 
communities surrounding White Lake, which was contaminated by chemical manufacturing 
facilities throughout the 20th century. The project was successful in bringing diverse sets of 
residents together that had not worked together previously as a single group. This in turn helped 
improve the community’s understanding of the need to record the ecological, economic, and 
community impacts of White Lake’s environmental history, removing some of the 
misperceptions held by residents, tourists, and business leaders about the condition of the lake 
and its future potential.  

Elsewhere, universities and state humanities councils have also used begun conversations around 
challenging topics such as climate change and water, making connections to the cultural 
dimensions of water and the environment by bringing insights of the humanities to broad public 
audiences. For example, the Ecohumanities for Cities in Crisis project being led by April 
Merleaux at Florida International University is a model for MHC’s Third Coats Conversations. 
(For information on this project see: http://ecohumanities.fiu.edu/). Nancy Langston, who will 
serve on the Third Coats Conversations’ advisory group, has also begun work on a project called 
Sustaining Lake Superior (http://www.sustaininglakesuperior.com) with the Great Lakes 
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Research Center at Michigan Technological University, which will be a starting place to connect 
Upper Peninsula residents with community conversations and public programs about water. 
Other state humanities councils, such as the Ohio Humanities and Indiana Humanities, have also 
led environmentally-focused humanities programs and grant-making.  

Third Coast Conversations will build off previous public humanities work with an environmental 
focus by bringing a statewide focus to a particular environmental topic (water), which has not 
been previously done. The result will be an interdisciplinary series of community dialogues and 
resources (blog, podcasts, discussion guides) that will help Michigan’s residents engage and 
learn about water’s critical role in shaping our state and its people. 

Audience, Marketing and Promotion  
The primary audience MHC serves is vast, statewide, and reaches a diverse demographic. 
Through its grant-making and humanities programs, MHC’s secondary audience is cultural and 
educational institutions and organizations, scholars, humanities presenters, and performers. 
Through Third Coast Conversations, we aim to serve a minimum of 21,000 people through all 
aspects of the project, including in-person community conversations in 31 communities (holding 
2–5 conversations each), blog posts, and podcasts with advisory group members around the key 
themes of water as they connect to Michigan.  

Museum on Main Street (MoMS) is a Smithsonian outreach program that engages small town 
audiences and brings revitalized attention to underserved rural communities. They partner with 
state humanities councils to bring traveling exhibitions, educational resources, and programming 
to small towns across America through their own local museums, historical societies, and other 
cultural venues. Their exhibitions are designed to engage communities and become a catalyst for 
conversation about life in small-town America. In Michigan, each MoMS site typically serves 
between 1,000–10,000 visitors.   
  
MHC uses a variety of tools and resources in its effort to increase visibility and awareness of the 
Council, its programs and activities, and the role of the humanities in Michigan. The MHC 
communication strategy includes electronic communications, social media, direct mail, media 
relations, and events. A database of media contacts from across the state is maintained and 
professional relationships with the media are established in an effort to share information about 
MHC activities. The media contacts include newspapers (weekly, daily, student), radio (public, 
commercial, student), television (public, commercial, cable), internet (website, blogs), 
magazines, and other local contacts where applicable. Sharing information with elected officials 
(federal) is an effective part of the communications strategy with the intent that it will be shared 
through those offices to a wider constituency. For this project, MHC will also attract new and 
wider audiences through expanding our communications channels to include environmental and 
tourism groups, as well as regional planning agencies such as the Huron Clinton Metropolitan 
Authority (SE Michigan) and Central Upper Peninsula Planning and Development. MHC also 
has a relationship with Michigan Radio, the state’s primary NPR affiliate, which has promoted 
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past events such as the Great Michigan Read and interviewed numerous project directors for 
local shows such as State Side. We plan to work with them to promote Third Coast 
Conversations in similar ways.  
 
MHC is committed to serving Michigan’s vast and diverse population with programs to help 
them understand their history, culture, local issues, and the broader national context. Several 
partners for this project—including the Besser Museum for Northeast Michigan and the Thunder 
Bay National Marine Sanctuary—will help MHC reach areas of the state that we have not served 
as extensively in the past.  

Evaluation of the Project’s Impact 
The Michigan Humanities Council will work with local conservation sites to implement a “most 
significant changes” method of evaluating the project’s impact, in addition to more standard 
audience survey to collect quantitative and demographic information. MHC staff will create all 
evaluation forms for sites to use.  MHC has had success using these methods with programs and 
grantees in the past. As we did with the Heritage Grants Program, we will tailor evaluation 
materials and resources to Third Coast Conversations themes, audiences, and topics. For an 
example of how MHC did this for Heritage Grants, see: 
http://www.michiganhumanities.org/documents/grants/heritage/16HG%20Significant%20Chang
es%20Evaluation%20Guide.pdf     

Significant Changes Process (SCP) is a participatory evaluation approach focused on stories of 
change generated by persons connected to a project or endeavor. The stories told by project 
participants or audiences provide insight into the types of change occurring as a consequence of 
the project. Most stories describe personal change experiences, but depending on the 
participants’ experiences and perspective on the program, stories may describe organizational 
changes, policy changes, or other social change. The process of determining which story or 
stories are “most significant” is an opportunity for decision-makers to connect with what’s 
happening through the project or program, and to discuss what they feel is most significant—and 
why. Review of significant change stories to identify the most significant can occur at several 
levels of an organization or effort. For example, in the Heritage Grants Program, individual 
grantees can review significant change stories authored by their participants and contacts, choose 
the most significant, and forward to the Michigan Humanities Council, which can then review 
significant change stories forwarded by many grantees and discuss which is most significant. 
Although the process works to identify a “most significant” change, don’t let the title of the 
method fool you: one of the important consequences of the process is raising awareness of many 
outcomes and benefits of a program, and regardless of which is ultimately deemed “most” significant, 
awareness of them all will be heightened by the process.     

SCP doesn’t require formal training in evaluation—just an ability to follow a process and speak candidly 
with others about the consequences of a project. It is also a flexible approach that can be used to uncover 
outcomes and benefits emerging from nearly any type of project or program. Because it involves many 
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people throughout an effort in discussions of what’s significant, it’s particularly useful in the early stages 
of a new effort, when it can help shape understanding of varied potential purposes and benefits of a 
program. This makes the method a good fit for the Heritage Grants Program.   

The SCP process was developed by Rick Davies in 1996 as part of his doctoral dissertation on 
organizational learning in nongovernmental aid organizations. At the time, he was seeking methods for 
evaluating a rural development program in Bangladesh. A very useful guide on the process was authored 
by Davies and Jess Dart. This 2005 publication is called, The ‘Most Significant Change’ (MSC) 
Technique: A Guide to its Use, and most of the information in this guide is derived from that larger 
manual, which can be downloaded from http:// mande.co.uk. We have used a different name for the 
process—Significant Changes, as opposed to “Most” Significant Change—because we want to 
deemphasize ideas of competition and ranking for our purposes in using the process. 

Organizational Profile  
Current fiscal year budget: FY 16: $1,218,005.  
Mission Statement: To connect people and communities by fostering and creating quality 
cultural programs.  

Vision Statement: The Michigan Humanities Council will be known as a unifying force 
throughout Michigan, whose programs help people connect with one another and the places 
where they live, by fostering a greater understanding and engagement in the cultures, histories, 
and values that tell us who we were, are, and hope to be.  

Through its grant-making programs and its council-conducted humanities programs, the MHC is 
a catalyst in providing support and program opportunities to many institutions and organizations 
throughout Michigan. MHC encourages collaborative efforts, provides guidance in helping 
organizations define public humanities and cultural projects and prepare applications, and awards 
grants to bring the programs to fruition. Currently, MHC offers Humanities Grants and 
Quick/Planning Grants (NEH funds); Arts & Humanities Touring Grants (Michigan Council for 
Arts & Cultural Affairs funds), and Heritage Grants (W.K. Kellogg Foundation funds). MHC 
grant programs support documentaries; book festivals; exhibits; oral history projects; 
interpretative performances; community dialogues; reading and discussion programs; lectures; 
events focusing on the lives of poets, authors, and people; historical cultural and ethnic events; 
and other public humanities programs. Heritage Grants specifically support projects that explore 
local histories of race, ethnicity, and cultural identity in Michigan. In addition, through statewide 
council-conducted humanities programs, the MHC successfully forms partnerships and 
collaborations with many cultural organizations to bring the program(s) to communities 
throughout the state. MHC defines the programs in collaboration with its partners, and provides 
the necessary resources to successfully implement them. Examples include the Great Michigan 
Read, Poetry Out Loud, Prime Time Family Reading Time, and Museum on Main Street. 
MHC works with academic and professional humanists through its grant programs and Council-
conducted initiatives, as scholars and resources. This cooperative relationship brings knowledge 
and experience from colleges and universities into communities, libraries, and schools. The 
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academics and professionals are able to define and explain topics and issues that are of interest to 
the public, as well as relevant to important issues and challenges in Michigan communities. 
Throughout its 42-year history, MHC has provided grassroots support throughout Michigan with 
a well-established partner network and funding mechanism in place. The W. K. Kellogg 
Foundation acknowledged MHC’s expertise and proficiency by awarding our organization a $1.7 
million grant in 2014 to support nonprofit projects that explore local histories of race and cultural 
identity in Michigan. Our extensive experience with successful project design, implementation, 
and management would greatly contribute to the success of this project. 
In the future, MHC is looking forward to expanding community conversations and civil 
discourse around three key pillars: water as our key asset in Michigan; expansion of our oral 
history projects to intergenerational discussions; and addressing unintentional bias in our 
communities. 

Project Team  
The Michigan Humanities Council’s staff will be responsible for the following aspects of the 
project:  

● Coordinating the work of the project advisory committee to meet deadlines for design 
and production of project materials, as well as the review and development of 
applications for sites to host community conversations  

● Creating and issuing an RFP to MHC’s network of partners and cultural organizations 
across the state to select host sites 

● Communications and publicity, including statewide, regional, and local promotion of 
conversations taking place, maintaining project website and blog 

● Overseeing production of posters and brochures and making them customizable for each 
local conversation 

● Writing performance and financial reports for NEH, as well as collecting information 
needed from host sites 

● Creating evaluation materials for host sites to use  
● Organizing training workshop and production of discussion guidebooks 
● Distributing materials to host sites 
● Collecting evaluation materials and reports from host sites 
● Coordinating communication among libraries and the project team throughout the project 

concerning programs and other issues as they arise  
 

Joseph Stanhope Cialdella, Ph.D., Grants Officer at MHC, will serve as the project director and 
oversee the day-to-day administration of all aspects of the program, including the RFP, 
coordinating and communicating with the advisory committee, assisting six Water/Ways sites 
with developing and implementing community conversations, facilitating the proposal review 
meeting, organizing training workshop for host site facilitators, editing blog posts, setting up the 
website (in consultation with a web designer), and implementing evaluation at sites. In addition, 
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he will be responsible for writing reports to NEH. Prior to joining MHC, he was a fellow at the 
Smithsonian Institution where he worked on a variety of environmentally-focused projects. He is 
an experienced program manager with a background in environmental history, American 
Studies, and Museums Studies.  

Robbe DiPietro, Associate Director of Grants and Programs at MHC, will assist the project 
director with implementation of the program, facilitating proposal reviews, outreach and liaison 
with applicants and grantees. She is an experienced grantmaker and program manager, having 
worked in these roles in positions focused on both environmental sciences and the humanities. 
During her time at MHC, she served as project director for the award-winning Heritage Grants 
Program.  

Shelly Kasprzycki is MHC’s Executive Director. She will provide guidance and support to the 
project in her leadership role, as well as communicate with the board of directors about the 
implementation and progress of the project.  

James Nelson, Program Officer at MHC, will oversee the selection of the MoMS sites for the 
Water/Ways exhibit, which will take place by June 2017, according to MHC’s existing program 
schedule. Although he does not have a funded role in this application, he will work with Robbe 
and Joseph as they work with the six Water/Ways sites to plan community conversations in those 
communities as a supplemental part of the exhibit. These sites will be required to plan and 
implement community conversations with MHC as part of Third Coast Conversations.  

Carol Taggart, MHC’s Communications and Development Officer, will work in consultation 
with Joseph and Robbe to develop all the communications and publicity materials for the project. 
She has been with MHC since 2014 and is experienced with all aspects of statewide 
communications and outreach, which she has managed for the Great Michigan Read, Poetry Out 
Loud, and other MHC programs. 

Humanities Scholars and Consultants 
The eight humanities scholars and consultants for Third Coast Conversations will make up the 
program’s advisory group. Their primary charge will be regional outreach and reviewing the 
applications for the 25 conversations sites that organizations will submit to MHC. Their skills 
and expertise related to the public humanities and water are varied and extensive. The advisory 
committee represents several broad humanities fields, such as environmental history and Native 
Studies, as well as those that overlap with allied fields relevant to the topic of water such as 
public health and resource management. Each of these advisors will use ideas and insights from 
their fields and humanities scholarship to inform the direction of the project as it is implemented. 
They also represent the diverse regions of the state, including the Upper Peninsula. Short 
biographical statements are below; their curriculum vitae and letters of support are appended at 
the end of this application.  
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partnerships with cultural organizations across Northern Michigan to ensure the meaningful and 
accurate inclusion of Native American perspectives in exhibits and public programs. He has 
written about the history of the Anishinaabek people for numerous publications, including 
Michigan History Magazine. He also studies the historical importance of water for the 
Anishinaabek, particularly as it relates to trade routes, war excursions, fishing, cultural/religious 
significance, the location of Anishinaabek villages in relations to water and how European and 
American forces, vying for control of the Great Lakes, continues to affect Anishinaabek life 
today.  
 
Richard Sadler, Ph.D. is an Assistant Professor of Public Health and Geography at Michigan 
State University and has written on the history and present-day implications of the water crisis in 
Flint, MI. His work is integrated with community organizations, and uses qualitative and spatial 
analysis to address disparities in the social determinants of health. He says, “My experiences 
growing up in the Flint region—where industrial growth, subsequent deindustrialization, and 
fragmented planning practices have had a profound influence on the built form—shaped my 
drive to resolve inequalities that arise from imbalances between the salutogenic and pathogenic 
properties of urban areas.” He adds, “My work is underpinned by an upbringing oriented around 
compassion and stewardship, experiential training in cultural competence, and a recognition of 
historical processes of discrimination that have exacerbated spatial and health inequalities.” 

Work plan 
2017:  

January:  

Water/Ways RFP issued by MHC to sites in Michigan (deadline June) Exhibit will travel 
Michigan June 23, 2018 – April 7, 2019.  

June:  

Deadline for sites to submit applications for hosting Water/Ways exhibit to MHC 

July: 

MHC determines which sites will host Water/Ways exhibit.  

August:  

Grant notification from NEH 

Meet with Advisory Committee in Lansing at MHC offices. MHC handles arrangements 

Committee and MHC project director develop questions for application/RFP to be sent out to 
solicit partner sites 
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September: 

MHC project director attends NEH Project Director’s Meeting in Washington, DC 

Confirm final version of project application form; issue RFP to MHC’s network of cultural 
organizations and libraries across the state 

Begin writing and design of discussion guides for sites 

Create project webpage and blog (including proposal application) 

Targeted outreach and development of proposals with potential applicants 

Set up online application system with appropriate questions for Third Coast Conversation 
applicants (using MHC’s established framework) 

October:  

Targeted outreach and development of proposals with potential applicants 

Program planning meeting for Water/Ways exhibit host sites—selected sites will determine 
topics, speakers, and facilitators for their part of Third Coast Conversations (TCC), in 
consultation with MHC staff and TCC Advisory Committee scholars.  

Begin process of creating podcasts with advisory group scholars 

November:  

Targeted outreach and development of proposals with potential applicants 

Conference call with Advisory Committee to discuss draft discussion materials 

Draft and design materials, information, and topics for discussion guides 

December:  

Targeted outreach and development of proposals with potential applicants 

Redesign materials and information for discussion guides in consultation with Advisory 
Committee 

2018:  

January: 

Deadline for community conversation applications—mid-month  

Confirm proposal review-date with Advisory Committee and MHC Program Committee  

Process proposals and distribute to advisory group for review 

February: 
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MHC project director organizes and facilitates proposal review meeting 

Prepare and confirm agenda for workshop; reviewed by Advisory Committee 

Finalize materials and information for discussion guides 

March: 

Final list of 25 project sites (in addition to six Water/Ways sites) notified of selection decisions 

Complete brochure and poster design for promotion of conservation sites 

April:  

Wrap up recording podcasts with advisory group scholars.  

May:  

Workshop/planning seminar in Lansing for project director and discussion facilitator from 
selected sites (mid-month) 

June  

Water/Ways opens at first site, June 23, 2018. Exhibit installation workshop held at first host site 
prior to opening date.  

Community Conversation(s) held first Water/Ways site.  

Community conversations at other TCC sites also sites begin  

July 

Community conversations take place at sites across the state (ongoing throughout remainder of 
project period) 

Promotion for events via MHC and local sites 

Blog posts from project directors and scholars on local topics (ongoing) 

Ongoing TCC conversations at sites 

August:  

Water/Ways closes at site one, August 5, 2018.  

Water/Ways opens at site two, August 11, 2018. 

Community conversation(s) held in second Water/Ways community 

Ongoing TCC conversations at sites 

September: 
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Water/Ways closes at site two, September 23, 2018 

Water/Ways opens at site three, September 29, 2018 

Ongoing TCC conversations at sites 

October:  

Community conversation(s) held in third Water/Ways community  

Ongoing TCC conversations at other sites 

November: 

Water/Ways closes at site three, November 11, 2018 

Water/Ways opens at site four, November 17, 2018 

On-going TCC conversations at sites 

December:  

Community conversation(s) held in fourth Water/Ways community  

Water/Ways closes at site four, December 30, 2018 

Ongoing TCC conversations at sites 

2019:  

January:  

Water/Ways opens at site five, January 5, 2019 

Community conversation(s) held in fifth Water/Ways community  

Ongoing TCC conversations at sites 

February:  

Water/Ways closes at site five, February 17, 2019 

Water/Ways opens at site six, February 23, 2019 

Ongoing TCC conversations at sites 

March:  

Community conversation(s) held in sixth Water/Ways community  

Ongoing TCC conversations at sites 

April:  
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Water/Ways closes at sixth and final site, April 7, 2019 

Ongoing TCC conversations at sites 

May:  

Ongoing TCC conversations at sites 

June:  

Ongoing TCC conversations at sites 

July:  

Programs at TCC sites conclude 

Deadline for sites to submit project reports and evaluation materials to MHC by end of month  

August:  

Statewide final symposium on water.  

MHC completes final project report and deliverables to NEH  

Project Funding  
Bringing the Water/Ways exhibit to six rural communities in Michigan is being supported by 
MHC’s general program budget and is part of MHC’s regular program schedule. Other costs in 
excess of the NEH grant would be met through fundraising and seeking out targeted sponsorship 
and support. MHC has identified potential corporate and foundation partnerships to supplement 
funding, including Consumers Energy, Masco, and several others. 
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Third Coast Conversations: Dialogues about Water in Michigan 
Project Walkthrough  

 

Below is a brief “walkthrough” of how the Michigan Humanities Council (MHC) envisions partner sites 
will implement community conversations around the topic of water for Third Coast Conversations.  
Although specific sites will be determined through the competitive RFP described in the application 
narrative, this section uses examples from two organizations that have written letters of support for this 
project. One is Thunder Bay National Marine Sanctuary and the other is Buckham Fine Arts Project in 
Flint.  Other details of the project, such as the number of sites, selection process, and timeline are 
described in the application narrative. The many local programs and events developed across Michigan 
will utilize the humanities–individual human stories and experiences–to make complex, varying, and, at 
times, divisive water issues more relevant and accessible by focusing on how we are connected. By 
knowing each other better and discussing what unites us, Third Coast Conversations (TCC) will help 
secure our common future and keep water safe, clean, and accessible. 

Sites, in consultation with MHC staff and advisory group through an application process, will work with 
MHC staff to design a series of 2-5 community dialogues around a topic related to water that resonates 
locally around one of the six project themes: Indigenous peoples’ perspectives on water; Access and 
rights to water; Infrastructure, industry, and the challenges of urban water systems; The role of water in 
shaping Michigan’s human history; Recovery and resilience of waterways; Tourism and a sense of place. 
Scholars and facilitators may be local or be drawn from MHC’s advisory group of scholars and educators. 
With programs such as the Great Michigan Read and award-winning program Heritage Grants: Exploring 
the History of All Michigan’s People, MHC has found its programs are most successful when we use 
broader topics and themes to guide efforts on a local level through re-granting resources. Although the 
topics of these programs are different, this experience (i.e., application system is well established, 
strong communication and outreach channels) will help Third Coast Conversations play to MHC’s 
strength as a grant-making organization that works through local collaborations and partnerships. For 
example, Heritage Grants was set-up and established on a three-year timeline and made possible 56 
public humanities projects across Michigan. Third Coast Conversations will function similarly. A sample 
rubric for project selection used in the Heritage Grants Program is included at the end of this 
application. 

For example, Friends of Thunder Bay National Marine Sanctuary in Alpena, a small city situated on Lake 
Huron’s western shore, could put together a series of conversations around The role of water in shaping 
Michigan’s human history and the Tourism and a sense of place themes by building these events into 
their annual film festival, which takes place each January.  The goal of the conversation series proposed 
in their application might be to improve the community’s understanding of Lake Huron’s ecosystem and 
cultural uses from the mid-twentieth century into the present – from a waterway dominated by fishing 
and lumbering to one that attracts recreation and tourism. For the first event, the organization might 
screen a documentary film such as Waterlife, followed by an audience discussion with the director and a 
local scholar, which would introduce participants to the broad issues facing the Great Lakes and Lake 
Huron specifically. The second conversation might pair a regional scholar from our advisory group, such 
as Dave Dempsey, a leader from a local watershed conversation organization such as Huron Pines 
(https://huronpines.org/), as well as leaders of local indigenous communities (which Thunder Bay has 
partnered with for programs in the past), to discuss with the audience how varied groups of people have 
imagined and thought about the lake over time. A third concluding conversation in this series might 
include a leader from the regional chamber of commerce and the city or county’s planning and 
development department in conversation with the audience about what the future of Lake Huron might 
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hold for this community. Additional conversations might aim to engage high school youth by having 
them document the history of Alpena’s relationship to Lake Huron by interviewing long-time residents 
and business owners, then sharing their results at a symposium for the community held at the Besser 
Museum or Thunder Bay National Marine Sanctuary.  

Another community might have a different approach to understanding and engaging an audience 
around the issues and culture of water in their community. For example, the Buckham Fine Arts Project 
in Flint recently sponsored local artists to create photographs and other artworks that responded to the 
on-going drinking water crisis in the city related to lead contamination. But how might the artworks 
beyond only being displayed at the gallery? Public humanities tools, such as image-based facilitation and 
community conversations, could provide a means to interpret the artworks and give them added value 
and meaning for residents as a launching pad for discussing the complex issues at the center of the 
water crisis such as race, class, and deindustrialization.1 This organization would apply to host 
conversations under the Infrastructure, industry, and the challenges of urban water systems theme.  The 
first conversation might be a roundtable dialogue with 2-3 of the artists, as well as a scholar such as 
Marty Kaufman (on TCC advisory group), Richard Sadler (on TCC advisory group), or Andrew Highsmith 
with expertise in the geography and history of Flint examine the backstory and longer history that led to 
the crisis and scenes depicted by the artwork, which would in turn help participants understand the 
emotional and intellectual dimensions of how an urban water crisis can happen in a community that is 
minutes away from Lake Huron. The second and third conversations could be for smaller, diverse groups 
of people of varied ages and designed as an image-based facilitation dialogues for a particular group of 
people, whether from a high school, senior center, or community center. A fourth concluding 
conversation might then bring together these groups in a larger space to reflect on the larger history 
and impacts of the water crisis on their communities in the city with one another in break out groups.  

The two community conversations described above are examples of what sites might do, however they 
are far from exhaustive of the possibilities. In MHC’s past experience, we are continually impressed by 
the variety of approaches our program partners and grantees bring to humanities work in Michigan.  

 

Final Symposium 

Upon completion of the community conversations in July of 2019, MHC will convene a final one-day 
symposium in Lansing, MI. Like the orientation described above, host sites will send representatives to 
attend. The general public will also be invited to attend.  The goal of the concluding symposium will be 
to reflect on the insights gained and lessons learned from each of the individual sites that hosted 
community conversations. Breakout sessions will allow individuals and organizations from across the 
state to come together to reflect on their work and lay the groundwork for future projects. The project 
scholars will participate by serving on a discussion panel and facilitating breakout groups on each of the 
six project themes. The symposium will be a final “wrap up” conversation for the Third Coast 
Conversations project as a whole.   Below is a draft agenda:  

 

1 For one example of how this technique could be used at a site, see Robert Colby’s short essay here: 
https://www.neh.gov/divisions/fedstate/resource/transformation-through-reflection-the-humanities-
in-action-robert-colby  
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Third Coast Conversations: A Statewide Symposium on Water 
 

9:30am – arrival and coffee  
 
10am – Welcome and keynote speaker (TBD; possibly project scholar Dave Dempsey or author Jerry 
Dennis) 
 
10:45am – Questions and Answers begin  
 
12:15 – Continued conversations over lunch.  
 
1pm – Breakout group conversations facilitated by scholars from project’s advisory group (one for each 
of the six project themes: Indigenous peoples’ perspectives on water; Access and rights to water; 
Infrastructure, industry, and the challenges of urban water systems; The role of water in shaping 
Michigan’s human history; Recovery and resilience of waterways; Tourism and a sense of place).  
 
2:30 – Break 
 
2:45 – Closing panel and reflection on next steps (panelists will likely include local host site 
representatives and/or scholars from the advisory group).  
 
3:45 – Questions/audience discussion and engagement.  
 
4:15pm – MHC closing 
 
4:30pm - Depart 
 

Digital Components 

The website and blog for Third Coast Conversations will be build using Wordpress and follow a similar 
design as the Michigan Humanities Council’s main webpage and blog. Users will be able to easily access 
program resources, including discussion guides, podcasts, and blog posts from other host sites across 
Michigan. For members of the general public interested attending a conversation in their community, 
the website will include a calendar and map with the location, time, and dates of events. During the 
application/RFP phase of the project, this website will include the guidelines for organizations interested 
in applying, application (submitted electronically), and a general explanation of the program and process 
for applying to host conversations. After the project wraps up, the website (hosted on MHC’s server) will 
be a “digital anthology,” containing a map and summaries of the conversation topics, sites, and blog 
posts written by local facilitators/scholars. 

Podcasts with the project’s group of advisory scholars and educators will most likely be recorded by 
Long Haul Productions, an organization MHC has worked with on grantee projects in the past 
(http://longhaulpro.org/). The podcasts will provide a way for all of the conversation sites, as well as 
others interested in the topic, to learn from the expertise of the project’s scholars in an accessible 
format. MHC staff and the production company will ensure that the stories they tell and questions they 
respond to are made accessible to general audiences, being free from academic jargon and explain any 
technical terms in ways that are easily understandable to a lay audience of non-experts.  
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click	for	Budget	Instructions
Computational	
Details/Notes (notes) Year	1 (notes) Year	2 (notes) Year	3 	Project	Total

09/01/2017-
08/31/2018

09/01/2018-
08/31/19

1.	Salaries	&	Wages
Project	Director	(Joseph	
Cialdella)	 50% 75%
Project	co-director	(Robbe	
DiPietro)	 20% 15%
Communications	Manager	
(Carol	Taggart) 10% 10%
Executive	Director	(Shelly	
Kasprzycki) 5% 5% %
2.	Fringe	Benefits
Project	Director 50% 75%
Project	Co-director 20% 15%
Communications	Manager 10% 10%
Executive	Director 5% 5%
3.	Consultant	Fees
Advisory	Group	member	
honoraria 8	x	$3,000/per	scholar $12,000 $12,000 $24,000
Web	Designer $90/day 60	days $5,400 30	days $2,700 $5,400
Graphic	Designer	 $90/day 60	days $5,400 $2,700
Podcast	consultant $90/day 90	days $8,100 $2,700
4.	Travel

Advisory	Group	meeting	in	
Lansing

Mileage	and	travel	for	8	
advisory	group	members	to	
travel	to	Lansing	to	review	
and	select	proposals	from	
host	sites.	 $3,000 $3,000

Michigan	Humanities	Council
Joseph	Cialdella

OMB	No	3136-0134
	Expires	6/30/2018Budget Form

09/01/2017	year	through	08/31/2019Project	Grant	Period:

Applicant	Institution:
Project	Director:
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(b) (6)

(b) (6)
(b) (6)
(b) (6)
(b) (6)
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NEH	Project	Director	Meeting	in	
Washington,	DC

Travel	for	Project	Director,	
including	airfare	($300),	
Hotel	($231),	and	per	diem	
(2	days	@	$69/day	=$138) $669 $669

5.	Supplies	&	Materials

Postage
for	mailing	discussion	
guides $1,000 $1,000

6.	Services
Design,	printing	and	duplication	
for	conversation	guides 15,000	copies $5,000 $5,000 $10,000
7.	Other	Costs
Grants	to	host	sites $5,000/site	x	31	sites $155,000

Facilitator	orientation/training	
in	Lansing

Will	cover	attendance	
(travel,	food,	lodging)	for	
converstaion	leaders	at	
each	host	site	(31	total)	to	
attend	MHC	sponsored	
training	in	Lansing.	Itme	
also	includes	rental	fee	for	
space	at	Lansing	Center	
($900).	Mileage,	per	diem,	
lodging	will	not	exceed	
government	rate.	 $10,000 $10,000

Final	Symposium	in	Lansing

Will	cover	attendance	
(travel,	food,	lodging)	for	
converstaion	leaders	at	
each	host	site	(31	total)	to	
attend	MHC	sponsored	
training	in	Lansing.	Itme	
also	includes	rental	fee	for	
space	at	Lansing	Center	
($900).	Mileage,	per	diem,	
lodging	will	not	exceed	
government	rate. $10,000 10,000
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Lodging	for	advisory	group	
meeting	in	Lansing

$100/night	x	8	rooms	x	1-2	
nights	each	depending	
upon	origin	location	of	
scholar	(for	scholar	from	
Upper	Peninsula,	for	
example).	Per	diem:	
$59/day	per	pers	x	1-2	days	
(depending	upon	origin	
location	of	participant) $2,000

8.	Total	Direct	Costs Per	Year $274,810 $87,116 $0 $361,926

9.	Total	Indirect	Costs	 Per	Year

10%	of	
direct	
costs,	
less	
scholar	
stipend
s $18,735 $18,735 $0 $37,470

10.	Total	Project	Costs $399,396

11.	Project	Funding a.	Requested	from	NEH $399,396
$0

$399,396

b.	Cost	Sharing $0
$0
$0
$0
$0

12.	Total	Project	Funding $399,396

	( $399,396 = $399,396 ?)

	( $0 ≥ $0 ?)

Other	Federal	Agencies:
Project	Income:

Applicant's	Contributions:

TOTAL	REQUESTED	FROM	NEH:
Federal	Matching	Funds:

Third-Party	Contributions:

(Direct	and	Indirect	costs	for	entire	project)

greater	than	or	equal	to	Requested	Federal	Matching	Funds		---->				

TOTAL	COST	SHARING:

	Third-Party	Contributions	must	be															
				Total	Project	Costs	must	be	equal	to	Total	Project	Funding		---->				

Outright:
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User-Generated Content: 

The only user generated content MHC intends to produce are blog posts from each of the 31 host sites. 
MHC staff (Joseph Cialdella) will edit the posts and ensure they do not contain libelous, indecent, or 
defamatory content of any kind.  

Digital Media: 

The podcasts for the project will likely be produced by Longhaul Productions. Examples of their previous 
work can be found on their website here: http://longhaulpro.org/about/ 

The blog and website for Third Coast Conversations will have a similar appearance to MHC’s main 
website: www.michiganhumanities.org, which is designed and maintained by MHC staff (Carol Taggart) 
in consultation with Atlantis Web and Graphics (http://atlantiswebandgraphics.com/) and Boxcar Studio 
(http://boxcarstudio.com/).  

Publications: 

N/A 

NEH application: Third Coast Conversations: Dialogues about Water in Michigan 136 of 155

Additional Information 



Supplementary Material 

Below you will find an example of a discussion guide for the Michigan Humanities Council’s Great 
Michigan Read program. We envision the discussion guides for Third Coast Conversations: Dialogues 
about Water in Michigan will be similar. There is also an example of the scoring rubric used for our 
Humanities Grants. This is similar to the rubric we will develop for the advisory group to use to decide 
which applications to select for community conversations across the state. The call for proposals MHC 
will use to solicit sites for Water/Ways (exhibit that will be in six of the 31 Third Coast Conversations 
communities) is also included. 
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Threshold Items: Because threshold items can often be addressed or clarified to bring the proposal into line with funding criteria, please 
score the application even if it fails an item below, unless you feel the proposal’s threshold issues are so substantial that they could not be 
remedied. 

Please mark an X under “Pass” or “Fail” on each line. PASS FAIL NOT SURE 
The project does not involve lobbying, advocating for a specific program of social action, or promoting a 
particular political, religious, or ideological point of view. 
If public policy or social action is addressed in the project, it is done from an educational or historical 

perspective. 
For repeat applicants: Staff has not identified concerns in the administrative review regarding previous 

project performance of the applicant. 

Budget:  The overall budget and each of the line items should be reasonable given the plan of work.  If you have any concerns or questions 
about the budget as proposed, please note them here. 

Other Comments: 
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