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Feature
The Creative Art of Listening

Mary L. Thomas won the 2006 Robert W. Scrivner Award for her
efforts to strengthen the voices of some of South Carolina's everyday
citizens.

by Louis Porter Il

Listening to colleagues and
community members talk about
Mary L. Thomas and the work she
does, it sounds as if someone
established the Robert W. Scrivner
Award for Creative Grantmaking
just for her. People constantly
describe Thomas—vice president
for programs of the Spartanburg
County Foundation (SCF)—as
creative, innovative and tireless as
they relate her efforts to make a
real difference in the foundation's
South Carolina community.

"Mary is a true visionary," says
John Dargan, SCF president and
CEO. "She is passionate about
taking care of the community and
believes in truly involving them.
Because of her work, we have
more convenings and committees of volunteers involved. By surrounding
ourselves with them, we have the advantage of their good ideas and
knowledge of what to do next."

Dargan says he is thrilled that work at a foundation such as his—one with
less than $100 million in assets—has a staff member being acknowledged
in such a meaningful way. "This shows that smaller foundations are doing
great work and can be appropriately recognized," Dargan added.

Most of all, while many these days speak of the importance of grassroots
involvement, Thomas lives those words. The program instrumental in her
nomination for the award, Strengthening Voices, is based on empowering
everyday people to make a real difference. In 2002, SCF, like other
foundations across the nation, was challenged to do more with less
because of limited resources. Thomas presented the foundation's trustees
with a plan to build the capacity of Spartanburg's nonprofits and
encouraged them to apply for collaborative grants with national
foundations. The result was the Strengthening Voices Project, a
collaboration with $500,000 in resources that involved the William
Randolph Hearst Foundations, the Mary Reynolds Babcock Foundation
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and Clemson University's Center for Grassroots and Nonprofit Leadership.

Stoking the Bonfire

Thomas, a SCF staff member since 1998, first convinced the trustees to
commit an initial $80,000 to the project to attract partnership funding. This
set the stage for other foundations to come on board. Also SCF needed to
do some real listening. To that end, Thomas led a year-long series of
listening sessions with community members. At the same time, the
foundation established the Grassroots Leadership Institute, with 45
graduates from the 2004 and 2005 sessions.

Thomas made sure the training was substantive and relevant. Participants
are asked to give one Saturday each month for six months. But, to
acknowledge their graduates' work, a formal graduation is held at a
downtown hotel and attended by family and friends. "This really endorses
and affirms what they have been able to offer their communities," Thomas
says.

One graduate is Benjamin Wright, now public affairs manager of the
Spartanburg Terrace Tenants Association. Since completing the program,
he has encouraged others to participate as well.

"Now, more people want to have their voices heard," says Wright. "This has
caught on like a bonfire!" He described monthly sessions that helped
residents in his governmentsubsidized apartment complex learn how to
better work within the system. Participants learned about mission
statements, public speaking and resource development. Because of the
training, many felt prepared to go to school board, city and county
government meetings and speak out on various issues.

Wright was especially pleased that one participant, who was only 16 at the
time, visibly had his self-esteem raised by participating in the program.
Although the school system seemed to have given up on this young man,
the residents participating in the program had not. They embraced him and
made certain he knew they cared about him, Wright said. Partly because of
their efforts, that young man was able to get his life on track and is now
enrolled in the military. :

"This all reminds me of that movie Network, the one where people yell out
of the window that they are mad and they aren't going to take it anymore,"
Wright says. "Well, after going through the training, people were able to
take it to another level. We were able to become organized and felt
comfortable speaking up at these meetings. And we learned how to do
research, how to use the Internet to find out about these issues so that we
could then go out and do something."

Building Connections Worldwide

Before becoming SCF vice
president for programs, Thomas
served as senior program officer
there. She knows the needs of
nonprofits well, because for 11
years before joining the foundation
she was executive director of the |
Bethlehem Community Center. At
Bethlehem, she was an advocate
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