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After attending the Civic Spirit Summer Institute in
Chicago in 2025, I reflected on what activities stood out
to me the most and what experiences I could take
back to my middle school students and colleagues. I
found several of the dialogue activities to be the most
meaningful. I decided to bring the Story-Values-
Complexity dialogue arc to my Humanities department
and then to the middle school faculty. 

This school year, teachers participated in 2-3 dialogue
workshops that I led (with the help of a few
colleagues), which revolved around teachers sharing
experiences that helped others understand their views
on immigration, climate change, and on various flags,
symbols, or signs in our neighborhoods. I divided the
faculty into small groups of 4-5 people and created a
safe space – using Essential Partners dialogue
agreements – to share personal experiences that help
shed light on our views relating to tough topics and the
tension that we feel about these topics. After sharing,
teachers and staff had the opportunity to ask
questions of genuine curiosity in order to learn more
and better understand each other’s values and
perspectives. 

The goal of the dialogue experiences is for teachers to
experience a type of dialogue that could be used in the
classroom that values everyone’s voice equally and
provides space for everyone to share ideas about
divisive topics with an emphasis on understanding
rather than debate or persuasion. At the end of this
school year, I plan to have the middle school faculty
discuss ways to incorporate this dialogue experience
into one of their units for next year. 

In addition to working with teachers, I created a
student group called the Civics Cohort, which was a 

select group of 6th and 7th graders who applied to
participate. These students participated in two events
this Spring: 1) A Civics Workshop, and 2) Middle School
Civic Spirit Day in Chicago. 

For the Civics Workshop, students spent 90 minutes
during the school day doing activities in partners and
small groups. First, students learned about the various
aspects of civics and defined what civics means. Then
they learned about the difference between questions
of persuasion and questions of understanding. Another
teacher and I modeled what the two types of questions
sound like and provided sentence starters. Then
students worked with partners to practice the two
types of questions, and we debriefed afterwards.

In order for students
to be prepared to
be civically engaged
as adults, they need
to know how to
have respectful
dialogue. 
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The biggest takeaway from students was that asking
questions of understanding causes the other person to
think deeper and respond with examples from their
experience rather than quickly trying to defend their
position. We spent the second half of the workshop
conducting a Story-Values-Complexity dialogue around
the topic of being yourself verse fitting in. In groups of 5
or 6, students shared moments when they tried to fit in
and other times when they tried to be themselves, even
if they were the only one. They discussed what they
cared about most when deciding whether or not to fit in
or be themselves, such as safety, friendship dynamics,
personal values, etc. They concluded by asking
questions of understanding and debriefing the activity. 

It was really meaningful to watch the students
experience the power of dialogue and questions of
understanding, just like I was able to experience with
the faculty. In order for students to be prepared to be
civically engaged as adults, they need to know how to
have respectful dialogue. It was also a wonderful
experience to take this group of students to the Civic
Spirit Field Trip at the U.S. District Courthouse in
Chicago after the Civics Workshop.

Next school year, I plan to follow up with the students in
the Civic Cohort, who will be in 7th and 8th grade, and
lean on them to lead a middle school activity around the
midterm elections and/or other civic related activities
throughout the year. 

RESOURCERESOURCERESOURCERESOURCE
classroom-ready What Is Civics?

handout, an engaging resource that
introduces students to the many

dimensions of civic life through
reflection, dialogue, and inquiry.

Click here or visit
https://tinyurl.com/What-is-Civics 
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