
Master’s in Public Administration 
Storytelling for Nonprofits  

Instructor – M. Elaine Vradenburgh | vradenbm@evergreen.edu  
Summer 2022 – 2 Credits  

Fri, Aug 5, 5-9pm | Sat, Aug 6, 9am-5pm | Sun, Aug 7, 9am-5pm 
Tacoma Campus – In person 

 

Course Description 

The strength of our sector depends largely on our ability to tell compelling stories – about the need in the 
community, about the impact of our work, about the future we are striving to create. Whose stories are we 
telling to write that narrative? What are our practices for telling those stories? What power dynamics are at 
play? The trend toward curated storytelling in our sector often oversimplifies the issues or focuses too heavily 
on one-time gifts or short-term wins often at the expense of deep, long-term engagement and transformative 
change. Worse still, such storytelling can reproduce the very power dynamics we’re trying to transform.  
 
In this course, we will discuss various storytelling conventions and tactics used by community organizers and 
nonprofit administrators. We will explore best practices to shift narratives and create a storytelling culture 
within your organization that moves beyond the pitfalls of curated stories.  

Class time will consist of a combination of seminar discussion, group work, films, and guest speakers. Students 
will engage in a variety of skill building exercises, and explore case studies of effective storytelling models. At 
the end of class, students will walk away with both practical skills, as well as a critical lens through which to 
consider the role and practice of storytelling in the sector.  

Learning Objectives: 

• Examine and evaluate storytelling conventions and issue framing  

• Explore tactics that shift narratives and cultivate long-term community engagement 

• Understand the components of an ethical storytelling practice  

• Improve skills in critical thinking, storytelling analysis, and issue framing 

Course Schedule  

This course will meet in person on the Tacoma Campus the weekend of Aug 5-7: Aug 5, 5-9pm, Aug 6, 9am-
5pm, and Aug 7, 9am-5pm. Final projects are due Monday, August 29 (week 10 of the 2nd summer session). 
The canvas site will be available beginning week 1, Monday, June 20, of the full summer session. 

Required Reading 

Due  5:00 p.m. on Friday, August 5. Total reading for the course is approx. 300 pages. 

The following you will need to buy: 

• Solnit, Rebecca. 2019. Whose Story Is This? Old Conflicts, New Chapters. Chicago: Haymarket Books.  

The following will be available for download on canvas: 

• Fernandes, Sujatha. 2017. Curated Stories: The Uses and Misuses of Storytelling. New York: Oxford 
University Press. (Chapters 1, 2 and 4) 

• Lakoff, George. The All New Don’t Think of an Elephant. (Preface, Introduction, and Part 1) 

mailto:vradenmb@evergreen.edu


 

Nonprofit Storytelling Syllabus  2 

• Deeb-Sossa, Natalia.“9 TESTIMONIOS OF EMPOWERMENT AND BELONGING BY FARMWORKER MOTHERS: 
CBPR and the Creation of the Squire Town Student-Run Clinic” in Community-based participatory research: 
testimonios from Chicana/o studies ed. Deeb-Sossa, Natalia and Louie Rodriguez. (University of Arizona 
Press, 2019) 201-224. 

• Lawless, Elaine. “’I Was Afraid Someone like You… an Outsider…Would Misunderstand:’ Negotiating 
Interpretative Differences between Ethnographers and Subjects.” The Journal of American Folklore 
(Summer 1992): 302-314. 

Credit Requirements (2 credits)  

This is an intensive class which will meet for one weekend block only. Please read the entire syllabus and plan 
accordingly to be sure you can accomplish the pre-readings and assignments and attend each day.  To receive 
full credit for this course, students must do the following: 

• Complete all the assigned readings. 

• Attend all classes (entire weekend intensive). 

• Actively participate in class discussions, exercises and group work. 

• Complete all written assignments, including in-class assignments. 

• Consistent with MPA program requirements, students will prepare a self-evaluation and an evaluation 
of their instructor. Students should include in their self-evaluation at least one important lesson or 
idea that has influenced their thinking relative to the courses learning objectives. 

Assignments 

Students are expected to complete the following assignments by the due dates listed below: 

YOUR ENGAGMENT STORY | approx. 1-2 pages | Due Friday, Aug 5 at 5pm 

Nonprofits use story as a tool to engage – their time, talents, and resources – toward a cause.  Write a 
reflection sharing your story around engagement in the sector. Consider what motivates you to give – your 
time, talents, or resources to an organization or cause whether you are employed, volunteer, or donate. What 
values underpin those motivations? Where do those values come from – your family of origin, your 
community, your cultural heritage? What role has storytelling played in your own story around engagement? 
Be specific and use examples.  

SEMINAR PAPER | | approx. 2-4 pages | Due Friday, Aug 5 at 5pm 

Students will complete a short reflection (2-4 pages) on the readings that will help guide our seminar 
discussions. Writing prompts will be available on canvas on June 20 week 1 of the full summer session. 

STORYTELLING ADVISOR REPORT | approx. 5-7 pages | Due Monday, August 29 at 5pm  

Your assignment is to serve as an organization’s Storytelling Advisor.  

Select a current issue of interest to you where people in your community are gathering together to make 
change. What is the “story landscape” around the issue? What questions are being asked and how are they 
being answered, and framed, and by whom?  

Your assignment is to analyze how a specific nonprofit within the organizing effort is supporting the goals of 
that effort and contributing to the story landscape. Your analysis should include:    



 

Nonprofit Storytelling Syllabus  3 

• a review of the nonprofit’s communications materials (web, print, social media, etc.) 

• an interview(s) with a key staff member(s) at the organization, ideally the communications staff, and  

• additional source material you need to understand and describe the story landscape  

Explore a specific concept or idea put forth in one (or more) of our readings and make recommendations for 
how they may refine, deepen and/or change their framing and storytelling practice.   

About the Instructor 

Elaine Vradenburgh is a multimedia storyteller, educator, and community engagement strategist with over 
twenty years of experience working in the public sector. She has managed organizational communications, 
outreach, marketing and fundraising for arts and human service agencies in Washington and Oregon, and has 
coordinated community-based and service learning programs at high schools in Oregon and New Mexico. 
Elaine is skilled at collaborating with communities and organizations to gather and share stories in a variety of 
formats to amplify historically underrepresented voices. Her work has been presented through exhibits, video 
and audio productions, and academic papers. In 2016, Elaine founded Window Seat Media, an Olympia-based 
nonprofit that uses the arts, and story in particular, as a catalyst for social change. Elaine holds a Master’s 
degree in Interdisciplinary Studies: Anthropology, Journalism, Folklore from the University of Oregon and a BA 
in Cultural and Community Studies from The Evergreen State College. She has been an adjunct at Evergreen 
since 2017. 

  

 

 

 


