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avid Isay was 22
when he learned
his father was
gay. “It was very
confusing  for
me,” he says. “The myth of
our house growing up was
that there was nothing we
couldn’t talk about, but the
truth was there was one
massive secret underneath
everything.” When he dis-
covered that his mother had
known the truth but stayed
married for years to keep
the family together, he was
furious: “I didn’t talk to ei-
ther of them for a while.”

Mr. Isay, 57, reckons that
this revelation helped to in-
spire StoryCorps, the non-
profit he founded 20 years
ago to prompt and preserve
meaningful conversations
between people. “Story-
Corps is very much about
saying the important things
to the people who are im-
portant to us,” he says on a
porch swing outside his
Brooklyn home, which he
shares with his wife, jour-
nalist Jennifer Gonnerman,
and their two children. “It’s
about having closure with
the people you love.”

The success of Story-
Corps helped to inspire a
new program called One
Small Step, which facilitates
50-minute conversations be-
tween strangers with oppos-
ing points of view. Launched
in a few cities in 2021, it
will soon roll out in more lo-
cations as well as online.
“We perceive that we are
much more polarized than
we actually are,” Mr. Isay
says. “If we can actually get
this thing to take root and
convince people that it’s our
patriotic duty to see the hu-
manity in people with whom
we disagree, we believe we
can make a difference.”

When Mr. Isay first
launched StoryCorps as a
booth in New York’s Grand
Central Station in 2003, he
says his friends and family
told him he was crazy. “I
mean, it is crazy that this
thing actually works,” he ac-
knowledges. Since then, over
625,000 people across the U.S. have
volunteered for StoryCorps inter-
views, in which participants ask their
friends and loved ones the kind of
profound questions that often go un-
spoken. “It’s about asking what you
always wanted to ask,” says Mr. Isay.

The exchanges, which run to
about 40 minutes, are recorded, and
many are made available online. All
are deposited for posterity in the Li-
brary of Congress, making it the
largest collection of recorded human
voices ever gathered. Mr. Isay is ea-
ger to broaden his reach. “We have

_ researchers testing how we can do
?this at scale through digital tools,”
% he says.

5 Despite a lifetime of interviewing
% strangers as a radio journalist and
_§producer, Mr. Isay insists he’s an in-
glroverh “l was a pretty unhappy
Ekid,” he says. He often hid in the li-
be““’)’ of his elementary school in
= New Haven, Conn., and did poorly in
= school in part because he was so in-
£ secure. “People get these images of
Z themselves. I was overweight and
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The StoryCorps founder believes in the power of meaningful
conversation to bridge divides.

depressed, and I thought I was stu-
pid,” he recalls. One ambition of
StoryCorps is to offer uplift to peo-
ple like his younger self: “By re-
minding us that we matter and that
we won't be forgotten, these inter-
views hopefully encourage people to
not give up.”

Mr. Isay was 15 when his family
moved to New York City in 1981,
which gave him a much-needed
“fresh start.” He did better in school
and delighted in the city’s sense of
possibility. He vividly recalls waking
up disoriented from an accidental

nap on the 6 train and being told by
the motorman, “Kid, don't worry
about it, we're turning right around,
and you're about to see the most
beautiful thing you've ever seen.”
As the train passed through the
abandoned, ornately tiled City Hall
Station on its way back uptown, Mr.
Isay was dazzled: “That kind of
magic is the stuff I love.”

As an undergraduate at New York
University, Mr. Isay initially planned
to become a psychiatrist like his fa-
ther, Richard Isay, who pioneered
the profession’s shift away from

treating gay patients as mentally ill.
But Mr. Isay sensed it wasn't the
right fit, “People assume I must be
the world’s greatest listener, but if
you asked my wife, she would fall
down on the floor laughing,” he
says. “If I'm not interested, the
lights go off.”

In his early 20s, while taking a
year off before medical school, Mr.
Isay stumbled on an eye-catching
storefront in New York’s East Village.
He learned that the owners, a hus-
band and wife, were recovering her-
oin addicts with grand ambitions to

create a Museum of Addic-
tion before they both died of
AIDS. Believing they de-
served some attention, he
called local radio and TV sta-
tions but couldn’t drum up
interest. The news director
of one small community ra-
dio station asked Mr. Isay if
he could cover the story him-
self. “From the moment I hit
‘record,’ I knew that this was
what I was going to do for
the rest of my life,” he writes
in his 2016 book “Callings.”
National Public Radio picked
up the story and Mr. Isay
withdrew from medical
school: "My fate was sealed.”

As a radio documentarian,
Mr. Isay entered prisons and
housing projects to gather
stories that often went un-
heard. “Especially people
who feel they don’t matter,
the act of being listened to

“You need to get
close to realize
things aren’t as
dangerous as you
thought.

reminds them that they do,”
he says. With StoryCorps,
Mr. Isay wants to share the
power of listening with more
people: “We want partici-
pants to feel better about
their lives when they walk
out of the booth.”

Mr. Isay says his idea for
One Small Step came in the
lead-up to the 2016 elections,
when it became clear that
Americans were increasingly
segregating along ideological
lines and losing faith in insti-
tutions. He notes that the
pandemic compounded these
trends by forcing people to
keep their distance. “You
need to get close to realize
things aren’t as dangerous as
you thought,” he says. Partic-
ipants in One Small Step fill
out questionnaires about
their politics and are
matched with a discussion
partner who has different
views. “Many leave the con-
versation becoming friends,” says
Mr. Isay. “It’s striking.”

StoryCorps itself has earned sup-
port from across the political spec-
trum, including Steven Spielberg and
Kate Capshaw’s Hearthland Founda-
tion and Charles Koch’s Stand To-
gether Trust; Tucker Carlson has
called it “one of the coolest things in
this country.” Later this year Mr.
Isay plans to bring the program to
Capitol Hill: “We are going to do in-
terviews with members and chiefs of
staff, but we may keep them private
because there’s no incentive for poli-
ticians to reach across the divide
right now.”

In a fragmented society, Mr. Isay
says StoryCorps’s tools for bridging
divides are in high demand from cor-
porations and nonprofits, “We've
been getting phone call after phone
call,” he says, “because it's suddenly
occurred to people that we have a
huge problem with human connec-
tion in this country, and everybody
wants to figure out what we've fig-
ured out.”



