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Introduct ion
This  Fourth  of  July ,  the  history

community  f inds  i t se l f  confront ing  many

chal lenges .  Protests  against  ant i -black

rac ism  and  cont inued  ef for ts  to  reshape

Amer ica ’s  commemorat ive  landscape  ask

the  nat ion  to  confront  i t s  history ,  and  our

work  has  rare ly  fe l t  more  urgent .  Despi te

Amer icans ’  need  to  for thr ight ly  engage

with  the  past ,  however ,  the  coronav i rus

pandemic  has  pushed  some  history

inst i tut ions  to  the  br ink  of  col lapse  and

has  forced  our  community  to  face  an

increas ingly  uncerta in  future .  As  we

think  forward  to  the  250th  anniversary ,

i t ’s  c lear  that  support  for  history

profess ionals  and  history  inst i tut ions  wil l

be  cr i t ica l  to  achiev ing  the  inc lus ive ,

re levant  commemorat ion  the  f ie ld  has

a l ready  begun  to  env is ion .

With  new  sources  of  support  and  a

wi l l ingness  to  ask  di f f icu l t  quest ions

about  the  past  and  about  ourse lves ,

histor ica l  organizat ions  across  the

country  can  contr ibute  in  profound  ways

in  the  lead -up  to  2026 ,  help ing

Amer icans  come  to  a  more  cr i t ica l ,  more

nuanced  understanding  of  the  past .  The

250th  anniversary  of fers  a  once - in -a -

generat ion  opportuni ty  to  rev i ta l ize  and

transform  our  f ie ld  and  reengage  the

publ ic  with  history .  In  the  report  that

fo l lows ,  we  share  some  of  the  work  that

has  al ready  begun  to  help  get  us  there

and  inv i te  you  to  help  us  do  more .



NEH  &  AASLH :  "Making  History  at  250"

Ear l ie r  th is  year ,  AASLH  rece ived  a  grant  f rom  the  National

Endowment  for  the  Humanit ies  to  develop  resources  that  wil l  help

histor ica l  organizat ions  prepare  for  the  250th .  The  grant  wil l  enable

AASLH  to  jo in  partners  throughout  the  nat ion ’s  history  community

to  develop  guiding  themes  for  the  commemorat ion ,  gather  and  share

new  data  on  the  state  of  the  f ie ld ,  and  create  new  planning  tools  to

support  local  histor ica l  organizat ions .  In  addit ion ,  AASLH  wil l

cont inue  to  convene  partners  at  fe l low  assoc iat ions ,  federa l  agencies ,

and  other  prominent  scholar ly  and  publ ic  history  organizat ions  to

st rengthen  communicat ion  and  col laborat ion .

Pr imar i ly ,  th is  grant  project  wil l  focus  on  two  major  ef for ts .  The  f i r s t  i s

a  census  of  the  nat ion ’s  history  organizat ions .  This  project  wil l— for

the  f i r s t  t ime  in  near ly  twenty  years— ident i fy  and  count  the  number  of

h is tor ica l  organizat ions  in  the  United  States .  This  census  wil l  help  us

measure  the  impact  of  the  250th  anniversary ,  more  ef fect ive ly  del iver

planning  and  programming  resources ,  and  act  as  st ronger  advocates

for  our  community  at  the  federa l ,  state ,  and  loca l  leve ls .  Second ,

AASLH  wil l  work  in  col laborat ion  with  other  scholar ly  and  publ ic

h is tory  organizat ions  to  develop  a  thematic  f ramework  that  can  help

guide  250th  programming  at  museums  and  histor ic  s i tes  and  in  history

c lassrooms  at  al l  leve ls .  Over  the  next  year ,  we  plan  to  br ing  together

scholars  and  publ ic  histor ians  to  ident i fy  major  themes  in  Amer ican

history  that  should  rece ive  part icu lar  focus  to  help  ensure  an  inc lus ive

and  re levant  250th  commemorat ion .

Coupled  with  our  f ie ld -wide  goals  (discussed  on  pages  4 –7 ) ,  we  bel ieve

these  tools  wil l  prov ide  a  usefu l  guide  for  history  pract i t ioners  as  the i r

inst i tut ions  and  states  begin  to  develop  plans  for  "Amer ica  250 . "  We

hope  to  produce  a  comprehens ive  “Act ion  Guide ”  in  2021 .
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" M e m b e r s  o f  t h e  A m e r i c a n  p u b l i c  d o n ’ t  h a v e  a  c l e a r  s e n s e  o f  w h o
h i s t o r i a n s  a r e  a n d  w h a t  t h e y  d o .  T h e y  r e a s o n  t h a t  h i s t o r i a n s  a r e
l i k e  “ j o u r n a l i s t s  o f  t h e  p a s t ”  w h o  s h o u l d  b e  r e p o r t i n g  o n  p a s t  e v e n t s
“ e x a c t l y  a s  t h e y  h a p p e n e d . ”  T h e y  a s s u m e  t h a t ,  f o r  m o s t  p e o p l e ,
h i s t o r y  i s  a  n o n - e s s e n t i a l  h o b b y .  A t  t h e  s a m e  t i m e ,  t h e  p u b l i c  i s
a b l e  t o  s e e  t h a t  a  s h a r e d  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  t h e  p a s t  c a n  b u i l d  a
s e n s e  o f  b e l o n g i n g  w i t h i n  c o m m u n i t i e s  a n d  s o c i e t y .  T h e y  a r e  a b l e
t o  s o m e t i m e s  s e e  t h a t  l e a r n i n g  a b o u t  t h e  p a s t  c a n  h e l p  s o c i e t y
l e a r n  f r o m  i t s  m i s t a k e s .  P e o p l e  a l s o  r e c o g n i z e  t h a t  m u s e u m s  a n d
h i s t o r i c a l  s i t e s  a r e  v a l u a b l e ,  t h o u g h  t h e y  s t r u g g l e  t o  i d e n t i f y
e x a c t l y  w h y  t h a t  i s . "  - F r a m i n g  H i s t o r y  S t r a t e g i c  B r i e f

Framing  History  with  the  American  Publ ic

With  funding  f rom  the  Andrew  W .  Mel lon  Foundat ion ,  AASLH  i s  working

with  the  FrameWorks  Inst i tute ,  Nat ional  Counci l  on  Publ ic  History ,  and

Organizat ion  of  Amer ican  Histor ians  to  develop  new  tools  for

communicat ing  history ’s  va lue  with  the  publ ic .  Over  the  past  year ,

researchers  at  FrameWorks  and  our  adv isory  board  of  scholars  and

publ ic  histor ians  have :  ( 1 )  ident i f ied  gaps  between  how  history  experts

and  the  publ ic  understand  history ’s  va lue ;  and  (2 )  begun  to  develop

and  test  new  f raming  tools  to  br idge  that  gap  and  communicate  more

ef fect ive ly .  In  our  f i r s t  phase  of  research ,  we ’ve  found  that :

In  our  next  research  phase ,  we  wil l  develop  and  test  new  f raming

dev ices  ( l ike  metaphors  and  analogies )  to  help  us  more  ef fect ive ly

communicate  history 's  purpose  and  va lue ,  such  as  expla in ing  the

di f ference  between  “bias ”  and  interpretat ion ,  the  importance  of  a

shared ,  inc lus ive  story  of  U .S .  history ,  and  the  re levance  of  history  to

so lv ing  soc ieta l  chal lenges .  These  new  communicat ions  st rategies  wil l

be  essent ia l  dur ing  the  lead -up  to  the  250th ,  as  profess ionals ,

volunteers ,  and  advocates  across  the  history  enterpr i se  encounter  new

opportuni t ies  to  engage  with  the  publ ic  through  history  and  to  bui ld

broad -based  support  for  new  histor ica l  in i t iat ives .



Make  history  re levant  to  every  Amer ican ,  every  day

Tel l  inc lus ive  stor ies  about  the  Amer ican  past

Enhance  the  publ ic ’s  engagement  with  history  col lect ions

Strengthen  history  educat ion

Increase  funding  for  history

Fie ld -Wide  Goals

We  bel ieve  th is  anniversary  represents  a  rare  opportuni ty  to  advance

major  change  in  our  f ie ld .  In  conjunct ion  with  our  250th  anniversary

coordinat ing  committee ,  AASLH  has  s ince  2016  been  advocat ing  for

f i ve  major  goals  for  the  250th .  We  hope  the  250th  commemorat ion  wil l

he lp  the  history  community :

Last  year ,  AASLH  convened  severa l  groups  of  volunteers  to  develop

white  papers  on  how  our  community  can  advance  these  goals .  You ’ l l

f ind  a  short  excerpt  of  ideas  f rom  the  re levance ,  col lect ions ,  and

educat ion  working  groups  below .  To  v iew  the i r  complete

recommendat ions ,  v is i t  www .aas lh .org /250th .  

Our  inc lus ive  history  and  funding  working  groups  —  two  of  the  most

urgent  areas  of  focus  given  the  chal lenges  of  our  current  moment  —

cont inue  to  develop  the i r  recommendat ions  and  we  hope  to  share

them  soon .

FIELD -WIDE  

GOALS

http://www.aaslh.org/250th


Recognize  history ’s  complexity  –  there  are  mult ip le

perspect ives  on  events  and  people  f rom  the  past .  Expand

the  publ ic ’s  narrow  v iew  of  history .

Understand  that  histor ica l  interpretat ion  changes  with

new  evidence  –  understand  the  process  of  histor ica l

th ink ing .

Become  more  comfortable  with  uncomfortable  topics

from  the  past ;  more  openness  to  engage  in  dia logue

about  them .  “Real  ta lk . ”

Feel  that  their  story  i s  important  and  part  of  history ;

fee l  comfortable  engaging  with  history .

Tel l  inc lus ive  stor ies  about  the  Amer ican  past

Make  history  re levant  to  every  American ,

every  day
Led  by  co -chai rs  Tim  Grove  (Grove  History  Consul t ing /History

Relevance  in i t iat ive )  and  Noel le  Trent  (Nat ional  Civ i l  Rights

Museum ) ,  th is  working  group  ident i f ied  severa l  key  ways  history

organizat ions  can  promote  the  re levance  of  the  past  to

chal lenges  in  the  present .  From  the i r  report :

2026  of fers  a  unique  opportuni ty  for  the  f ie ld  to  better

demonstrate  history ’s  re levance  to  communit ies  and

indiv iduals  across  the  country .  History  re levance  i s  the

meaningfu l  and  purposefu l  connect ion  of  history  to  current

soc iety  and  i t s  c i t izens .    I t  takes  into  account  the  diverse

ident i t ies  and  communit ies  which  compose  the  Amer ican

publ ic  and  seeks  to  address  the  seminal  quest ion  “why  should

history  matter  to  me?  

Taking  into  cons iderat ion  the  def in i t ion  of  re levance ,  the

goals  for  2026  are  for  the  publ ic  to :



Steward  what  they  have ,  with  funding  for  dig i t izat ion

pro jects ,  more  col laborat ive  col lect ing  in i t iat ives  and

loan  programs ,  and  a  more  susta inable  approach  to

col lect ing .

Col lect  for  the  future ,  by  bui ld ing  capaci ty  to  col lect

recent  history ,  generat ing  and  model ing  best  pract ices

for  born -dig i ta l  mater ia l s ,  and  help ing  the  publ ic  better

preserve  the i r  own  mater ia l s .

Use  objects  to  te l l  new  stor ies  in  new  ways ,  through

mater ia l  cul ture -centered  interpretat ion ,  us ing  objects

to  fac i l i tate  c iv ic  discourse ,  and  address ing  col lect ions

imbalances  to  create  more  representat ive  and  diverse

col lect ions .

Enhance  the  publ ic ’s  engagement  with

history  col lect ions
Led  by  co -chai rs  Jess ica  Jenkins  (Minnetr i s ta )  and  Carr ie  Vi l lar

(Nat ional  Trust  for  Histor ic  Preservat ion )  th is  working  group

imagined  the  250th  as  an  opportuni ty  to  t ransform  how

inst i tut ions  approach  the i r  col lect ions  and  how  the  publ ic

engages  with  them .  From  the i r  report :

As  the  nat ion ’s  semiquincentennia l  approaches ,  Amer ica ’s

co l lect ing  inst i tut ions  must  f ind  more  ways  to  fac i l i tate

meaningfu l  interact ion  between  the  the i r  col lect ions  and  the

publ ic .  In  order  to  del iver  on  our  promises  to  act  in  the  publ ic

t rust ,  the  nat ion ’s  museums ,  archives ,  and  histor ic  s i tes  must

a lso  move  the  needle  forward  on  how  and  what  we  are

col lect ing .  Our  col lect ions  not  only  need  to  be  access ib le ,  but

a lso  re f lect  the  divers i ty  of  the  nat ion  they  document  and

serve .  Our  nat ion ’s  museums ,  archives ,  and  histor ic  s i tes—both

large  and  smal l—must  work  to  capture  the  country ’s  past ,

present ,  and  future  in  al l  of  i t s  forms .

The  250th  i s  a  t ime  to  expand  the  narrat ive  around  col lect ions

and  move  the  f ie ld  forward .  We  hope  to  see  Amer ica ’s

museums ,  archives ,  and  histor ic  s i tes :



Raise  history ’s  prof i le ,  reemphas iz ing  history  and  humanit ies

educat ion  in  schools

Ensure  inc lus iv i ty ,  through  educat ion  ef for ts  that  open  the

narrat ive  of  1776  to  mult ip le  vo ices ,  f rom  our  complex  past  to

the  cont inuing  chal lenges  of  the  present .

Promote  histor ica l  thinking  and  civ ic  educat ion  in

c lassrooms

Elevate  teacher  t ra in ing ,  ensur ing  they  are  equipped  with  the

sk i l l s  and  facts  needed  to  share  r ich  and  complex  stor ies  that

recognize  a  fu l l  range  of  vo ices  and  exper iences .

Strengthen  partnerships  among  museums ,  histor ic  s i tes ,  and

schools

Establ ish  foundat ions  for  teaching  and  learning  the

revolut ionary  era ,  inc luding  shar ing  the  fu l l  divers i ty  of  the

ear ly  Republ ic ,  bui ld ing  loca l  histor ies  of  1776  through  place -

based  explorat ions ,  and  ident i fy ing  connect ions  between  the

founding  era  and  21st  century  communit ies .

Strengthen  history  educat ion
Led  by  co -chai rs  Linnea  Grim  (Mont ice l lo )  and  Wendy  Rex -Atzet

(Utah  Div is ion  of  State  History ) ,  the  educat ion  working  group

explored  how  the  250th  can  help  us  rev i ta l ize  history  educat ion .

From  the i r  report :

The  250th  anniversary  presents  an  opportuni ty  to  promote

st ronger  history  educat ion  to  foster  a  better  understanding  of

what  th is  nat ion  has  achieved  and  propel  i t  toward  the

fu l f i l lment  of  the  founder ’s  idea ls .  Our  miss ion  i s  to  help  every

young  person  see  themselves  in  th is  history ,  no  matter  when  or

where  the i r  fami l ies  jo ined  the  Amer ican  story .  Ef fect ive  history

educat ion  prov ides  context  and  nuance  through  an  act ive  and

inc lus ive  examinat ion  of  our  shared  past  in  al l  i t s  beauty ,

t ragedy ,  and  complex i ty .  

We  must  have  bold  moves  in  measured  steps .  Our  revo lut ionary

goals :



The  U .S .  Semiquincentennia l  Commiss ion ,  along  with  i t s

nonprof i t  partner  the  America  250  Foundat ion ,  cont inues  to

advance  a  nat ional  commemorat ive  program  for  the  250th

anniversary .  Below  i s  a  short  summary  f rom  the  Commiss ion  of

i t s  act iv i t ies  over  the  past  year :

NATIONAL

PLANNING

“Since last July, the Commission has focused on delivering its plan for the overall
America 250 program, building capacity to execute that plan, and sparking
awareness of and engagement in America 250. On December 31, 2019, the
Commission delivered its report to the President entitled "Inspiring the American
Spirit" which presents its vision for the commemoration and a largely
decentralized, public-private, approach to realizing that vision. Since then, the
Commission has been building the capacity necessary to implement this plan by
establishing the America 250 Foundation as its nonprofit partner, raising funds,
and building out the necessary programmatic frameworks to engage all
Americans and each American in the largest, most inclusive commemoration in
the nation's history. These frameworks will encourage and support grassroots
and institutional program development across the nation, and the Commission
is beginning to recognize pilot programs to inform and test these frameworks.
Finally, the Commission continues to reach out through various communications
channels to introduce America 250, promote its brand identity, and build
productive relationships nationwide. All while adapting to the recent disruptions
related to the pandemic.”



Commiss ion  Report  Summary
The  Commiss ion ’s  report  to  the  Pres ident  presents  i t s  v is ion ,

f ramework ,  and  recommendat ions  for  the  United  States ’  250th

anniversary  commemorat ion  and  of fers  key  ins ights  into  ongoing

preparat ion  for  the  250th  by  many  federa l  agencies ,  such  as  the

Nat ional  Park  Serv ice ,  Smithsonian  Inst i tut ion ,  Nat ional  Archives ,

and  others .  We  encourage  state  and  loca l  history  organizat ions

to  read  the  report  as  they  begin  to  develop  “Amer ica  250 ”  plans .

Some  important  takeaways :

Urgency  and  Schedule

Perhaps  the  most  important  takeaway  f rom  the  report  i s  the

urgency  of  advancing  commemorat ion  plans .  Although  the  fu l l

commemorat ion  per iod  extends  f rom  2020  unt i l  2027 ,  the  report

makes  c lear  that  July  4 ,  2026 ,  in  many  ways  marks  the  end ,  not

the  beginning ,  of  the  commemorat ion .  The  schedule  in  the

report  ind icates  that  the  Commiss ion ’s  planning  phase  wil l  end

in  mid -2021 ,  just  a  year  away .

Themes ,  Guidel ines ,  and  Frameworks

The  report  out l ines  three  major  themes  for  Amer ica  250 :  to

Educate ,  Engage ,  and  Unite .  I t  also  makes  c lear  the

commemorat ion  wil l  inc lude  al l  of  Amer ican  history  and  an

expans ive  geographic  scope .

The  report  presents  severa l  “part ic ipatory  f rameworks ”  to  al ign

the  thousands  of  programs  and  other  commemorat ion  ef for ts

that  wil l  be  part  of  Amer ica  250 ,  which  the  Commiss ion

env is ions  wil l  be  a  “ la rge ly  decentra l ized ”  ef for t .  AASLH  members

should  look  in  part icu lar  at  the  “State  and  Local  Programs

Framework . ”  We  encourage  al l  history  organizat ions  to  cons ider

how  your  programming  might  f i t  with  these  f rameworks ,  goals ,  
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http://america250.org/pdf/America250_Report_to_President_12-31-2019_S.pdf


and  themes ,  and  to  work  with  col leagues  in  your  community ,

state ,  and  reg ion  to  begin  ident i fy ing  shared  goals  and

coordinat ing  plans .

Funding

The  report  also  inc ludes  new  deta i l s  about  funding  for  state  and

loca l  projects .  The  Commiss ion  est imates  that  the  fu l l  Amer ica

250  commemorat ion ,  inc luding  major  “s ignature  programs ”  f rom

the  Commiss ion  and  major  federa l  agencies ,  i s  l ike ly  to  cost

between  3  and  5  bi l l ion  dol lars .  Less  than  $600  mil l ion  of  that ,

however ,  i s  l ike ly  to  f low  direct ly  through  the  Commiss ion ,  and

only  a  port ion  of  that  amount  for  state  and  loca l  grants .  The

report  makes  c lear  that  “The  Commiss ion  wil l  not  be  the  most

s igni f icant  source  or  conduit  of  federa l  investment  in  Amer ica

250 , ”  with  la rger  sums  f lowing  through  ex is t ing  federa l  agencies

such  as  the  Nat ional  Endowment  for  the  Humanit ies ,  Nat ional

Endowment  for  the  Arts ,  and  others .  Whi le  many  grantmaking

agencies  might  expand  the i r  ef for ts  to  prov ide  funding  for

250th - focused  projects  (as  NEH  has  through  the i r  agency -wide  “A

More  Per fect  Union ”  in i t iat ive ) ,  history  organizat ions  probably

should  not  plan  to  re ly  on  major  new  funding  f rom  the

Commiss ion  i t se l f .

This  report  was  writ ten  and  submitted  in  la te -December  2019 ,

pr ior  to  the  pandemic .  The  impact  of  recent  events  on  funding

and  t imel ines  remains  unclear .
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https://www.neh.gov/news/more-perfect-union


STATE -LEVEL

PLANNING

8 STATES

Kentucky
New Jersey
North Carol ina
Pennsylvania
South Carol ina
Tennessee
Utah
Virginia

Designated 250 planning ent i t ies

Across  the  country ,  states  have  begun  preparat ions  for  more

loca l ly  focused  commemorat ions  of  the  250th  anniversary .

Nat ional  planners ,  inc luding  the  U .S .  Semiquincentennia l

Commiss ion  and  AASLH ,  have  emphas ized  that  the  250th  wil l  be

commemorated  in  unique  ways  at  the  state  and  loca l  leve l .  The

Commiss ion  in  part icu lar ,  in  order  to  fac i l i tate  i t s  v is ion  for  a

large ly  decentra l ized  commemorat ion ,  dist r ibute  funding ,  and

recognize  of f ic ia l  programming ,  has  asked  states  to  create

Commiss ions  or  ident i fy  lead  planning  ent i t ies .  Severa l  states

have  al ready  done  so ,  al though  many  others  are  just  beginning

conversat ions .

2 STATES Alabama
Massachusetts

Introduced legis lat ion to  create
state  commiss ion

Severa l  other  states  and  ter r i tor ies ,  inc luding  Alaska ,  Delaware ,

Michigan ,  New  York ,  Puerto  Rico ,  Texas ,  and  West  Virgin ia ,  are

advancing  discuss ions  about  how  best  to  lead  250th  planning .

Most  states  have  at  least  begun  in formal  discuss ions  about  how

to  proceed .



CONCLUSION
In  2020 ,  histor ica l  organizat ions  are

tack l ing  many  chal lenges  at  once

but  should  not  lose  s ight  of  the

250th  anniversary .  With  the

commemorat ion  less  than  s ix  years

away ,  our  community  must  act  now

if  we  are  to  take  fu l lest  advantage  of

the  opportuni ty  th is  anniversary

presents .  Dur ing  the  1970s ,  the

Bicentennia l  commemorat ion

transformed  the  nat ion  and  i t s

cu l tura l  landscape ,  with  the

creat ion  of  new  organizat ions ,

federa l  agencies ,  and  ent i re  f ie lds  of

study .  With  creat iv i ty ,  ingenui ty ,  and

coordinated  ef for t ,  we  can  help

ensure  the  250th  has  a  s imi lar ly

t ransformat ional  impact  in  2026 .

The  past  has  rare ly  fe l t  more

re levant  to  contemporary

chal lenges ,  whi le  recent  events  have

helped  make  c lear  the  many  ways

our  f ie ld  must  st i l l  improve .  The

work  of  our  organizat ions  i s  urgent ly

needed .  We  encourage  you  to  jo in

your  col leagues  around  the  country

in  imagin ing  how  the  250th  can  help

us  use  the  past  to  t ransform  the

present  and  future .

V I S I T  WWW.AASLH.ORG/250TH
F O R  M O R E  I N F O R M A T I O N  A N D
R E S O U R C E S

http://www.aaslh.org/250th

