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In today’s heated political climate, it’s 
more important than ever to know how to 
have conversations intended to enhance 
understanding, rather than debate 
and decide which viewpoint is correct. 
Schools in particular have recently been 
hit with tough conversations – both in 
and out of the classroom – that have 
emphasized the need for civil discourse. 

Having civil discourse can be hard in school environments because many 
issues students and the public want to talk about are complicated and related 
to other issues that don’t have a clear-cut answer, notes Dr. Stacie Molnar-
Main, educational consultant and former National Issues Forums Institute 

(NIFI) trustee. Despite this, schools are also the perfect grounds to foster civil discourse in a 
meaningful and productive way. 

“As a community of schools, we have to ensure that we are promoting civil discourse in our 
classrooms,” says Dr. David E. Christopher, superintendent of Cumberland Valley School 
District (CV), which serves about 9,500 students in central Pennsylvania. “Students need 
to see that we have conversations about challenging viewpoints, and that we try to gain 
understanding even if it’s not my viewpoint. It’s way too easy to go to zero sum – winners and 
losers – and that’s not how 99% of things work.” 

According to Molnar-Main, there are three main reasons why fostering civil discourse is 
important in schools. The first is that “public schools are founded on a civic mission, to 
educate citizenry that can, in turn, participate in a democracy,” she says. Discourse isn’t the 
only form of civic engagement, but it is important in a democracy because it is a common 
way people learn about and negotiate issues that affect their community.

“Civil discourse is needed to support learning and build trust among people living with 
different life experiences,” she adds. “How we frame issues can create space for people to talk 
about how the issue impacts them personally and to listen to others’ experiences.” 

This is especially important since true civil discourse requires diverse representation in the 
discussion – something many schools are also keenly aware of. “If you look around at groups, 
and there are groups not represented, then you have a problem,” says Christopher. “You must 
be thoughtful and ensure that diverse opinions are represented.” 

The second reason schools should focus on fostering civil discourse is because it’s inherent 
to their learning mission. “Research tells us that learning is a social process,” Molnar-Main 
says. “A lot of discourse is argumentative, aimed at winning or losing a debate. However, civil 
discourse that emphasizes deliberation opens up the conversation. You can promote critical 
thinking and learning by exploring more than two options, which is an important strategy 
for curtailing polarization and supporting deeper student and adult learning.” 

Finally, civil discourse in schools is critical because of the current hyper-polarized 
environment, as a way to help future generations prevent the same all-or-nothing thinking. 

Kendal Kloiber is a freelance writer living in Lancaster, PA. 
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“Public schools are one of the only 
institutions right now that engage and 
educate people from all backgrounds. 
Because of this, they are in a unique position 
to help model the types of communities we 
wish to have in the future,” Molnar-Main 
says. “Now is the perfect time to focus on 
reinforcing the skills and dispositions our 
students need to effectively participate in 
their communities and in our increasingly 
diverse democracy.” 

In the classroom
The most important thing when wanting 
to introduce or grow civil discourse within 
a district is to decide ahead of time what 
type of conversation or discourse the 
district wants to have in the community 
and school. 

“I think when we talk about civil discourse, 
a good starting place for a school board or 
school district is to ask, what do we mean 
by civil discourse? Do we mean every 
person acts nice and doesn’t say what 
they think?” Molnar-Main asks. “That’s 
not very helpful sometimes, especially in 
democracy.” 

She says it’s best to start by engaging in 
civil discourse around issues that are not 
controversial. This is where norms can be 
established and diverse perspectives more 
easily represented. In the classroom, this 
can look like many things. For example, 
Molnar-Main got involved with NIFI 
and teaching the skills of deliberation 
to students when she was a school 
psychologist working in a school that was 
dealing with behavior management issues. 

“We tried many different approaches to 
shaping student behavior, and one of the 
things that we found was that common 
strategies could change how students 
acted when their teachers were looking, 
but when the teachers were not there to 
correct or reinforce student behavior, we 
were still having the same issues,” she 
says. “We considered ways to approach 
discipline differently. Ultimately, we 
decided to teach some key social skills and 

then invited students into conversations 
about how to solve recess and classroom 
problems themselves. It resulted in a huge 
transformation in how the students saw 
themselves in their community, and the 
classroom and school climate improved.”

Civil discourse is also often inherently 
part of classroom management, adds 
Christopher. “Teachers that teach subjects 
with potentially challenging topics where 
there might be multiple viewpoints need 
to have good management strategies in 
their classroom for these conversations,” 
he notes. “They must ensure that the loud 
voices are not the only ones being heard, 
so students can hear all other perspectives 
as well.” 

Keeping all students engaged in these 
conversations requires different protocols, 
depending on the classroom. Management 

tools can be as simple as pulling names 
randomly to speak on a subject, or having 
a stick or ball that allows only the student 
holding it to speak. At the secondary level, 
discussions like Socratic seminars where 
multiple individuals are sharing points 
can help to foster civil discourse and come 
to some consensus, notes Christopher.

Schoolwide, that can also look like things 
like CV’s Principal Advisory Council, he 
adds. This group is made up of students 
that come together to discuss important 
issues within the school, including things 
like schedules, parking and more.  

While it’s easy to see classrooms as a 
spot for burgeoning civil discourse, 
it’s also crucial to keep staff engaged in 
these conversations as well. In an effort 
to understand the “lived-in experience” 
within CV schools, Christopher completed 
listening sessions in every school last year, 
spending time with each faculty member. 
From these discussions, the district ended 
up making some “pretty substantial” 
changes to the calendar. 

This year, the school is going another step 
forward by implementing an engagement 
survey for staff and teachers. “We’ll dig into 
that data, and then ask follow-up questions 
and meet with groups in every building 
on multiple occasions,” he says. “We’ve 
learned that modeling civil discourse is 
the best way to foster it. We don’t yell, we 
listen to everyone and we respect their 
time.” 

Fostering civil discourse 
outside of the classroom
Outside of the classroom, fostering these 
conversations may mean that boards 
need to hold their civil discourse meeting 
as a separate event from their regularly 
scheduled public meetings. As opposed 
to a board meeting where members of 
the public may stand up, share their 
thoughts and then sit back down, true civil 
discourse should invite an exchange of 
diverse viewpoints, listening and learning, 
Molnar-Main says.

“Now is the perfect 
time to focus on 
reinforcing the skills 
and dispositions our 
students need to 
effectively participate 
in their communities 
and in our increasingly 
diverse democracy.”
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At CV schools, Christopher notes that the board makes an effort 
to look outside of the traditional meeting setting to address 
concerns and talk through challenges within the community. 
One way it does this is through a town hall, where questions are 
gathered from a diverse set of community members, and the 
board can then respond and work through any issues. 

The use of community civil discourse was also important for 
the Portrait of the Graduate project at CV. The district gathered 
the thoughts of community members and held multiple 
conversations to help the district create a roadmap of what CV 
graduates should be able to do once they have left high school. 

“For our Portrait of a Graduate program, we had 100 community 
members as part of that initiative to establish what our 
expectations should be of our graduates,” Christopher says. “We 
had to be very intentional and make sure that we had a good 
representation of people.”

Another way to do this is for boards to hold intentional civil 
discourse events that are open to the public, where they break 
the attendees into small groups, with clear ground rules and 
a goal, Molnar-Main says. The goal isn’t always to get everyone 
into agreement, but instead, it can be to learn more about a 
particular topic and give opportunities for people to come 
together using neutral-facilitated conversations. 

“Start with topics that people are invested in and that are not 
as difficult to talk about,” Molnar-Main says. “Develop the skills 
and best practices, and eventually you can take on bigger and 
more challenging topics.”

“The whole process of getting into these habits builds trust, 
builds community and builds relationships,” she adds. “It may 
feel like you didn’t solve a big problem in these initial meetings, 
but you will have built social capital that can be used to move 
forward in the future.” 

She also recommends that boards don’t go it alone. Groups 
and individuals are available to help facilitate civil discourse, 
including NIFI, a nonprofit, nonpartisan network dedicated to 
promoting deliberation about difficult public issues. 

“There’s a whole network of conveners who can provide 
support,” she says. “Our schools are well-positioned to lead the 
way, with the right partners.”

The idea of introducing civil discourse can seem scary, but 
schools – and students – stand to benefit greatly by incorporating 
it in and out of the classroom. “Don’t be afraid. We’re in what 
feels like a very polarized moment historically in our nation,” 
Molnar-Main says. “It can feel scary for schools to consider 
dipping their toe in the water; however, what we’ve seen is that 
when institutions lean in to becoming focused on civil discourse 
and their civic mission, the payoff is great.”   

Resources for schools
When it comes to fostering civil discourse, 
school district officials don’t have to figure 
it out alone. Instead, there are plenty of 
organizations available that can help districts 
navigate how to hold challenging conversations 
in a public arena. Here are three to consider. 

National Issues Forums Institute (NIFI). 
This group aims to provide resources and a 
network of practitioners that support public 
deliberation. Each year, NIFI publishes 
issue guides that are used in hundreds of 
communities across the country to support civil 
conversations about difficult issues. Access 
a variety of resources for K-12 educators, 
including posters, PowerPoint presentations 
and more at www.nifi.org. 

National Coalition for Dialogue and 
Deliberation. This organization is a network of 
dialogue and deliberation practitioners. Find a 
“Beginners Guide” and many other resources 
that can be helpful to organizations interested 
in promoting civil dialogue at www.ncdd.org. 

Everyday Democracy. This group has worked 
with hundreds of communities over the past 
30 years, with the goal of turning conversation 
into action, and action into positive change. 
The organization offers several programs and 
resources for educators, including guides, 
story examples and more at www.everyday-
democracy.org. 

http://www.nifi.org
https://www.ncdd.org/
http://www.everyday-democracy.org
http://www.everyday-democracy.org
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