On Law & Liberty in Times of Crisis

CONVERSATIONS IN COMMUNITIES

Here are practical suggestions to help you plan and hold conversations in
community settings.

Planning a community-based conversation — includes tips to help
program planners manage the conversation event logistics.

Holding conversations in community settings — includes tips for
discussion leaders.

If the primary audience for your conversation is young people, you may
also want to visit the area of the website that features “how to”
information for Conversations in Schools.

Use the Checklist for Conversation Planning and Follow Up to guide your
planning activities.

Just click on the links below for ideas you can use.

Planning a Community-based Conversation
Forming a Diverse Planning Group
Partnering with Existing Groups to Hold Conversations
Setting Up a Conversation on Y our Own
Considerations if You Use “Experts’
Selecting Discussion Leaders

Determining the Conversation Topic
Choosing a Conversation Format

Working Out the Logistics

Logistics for Larger Groups

| dentifying Participants

Inviting Participants

Holding Conversations in Community Settings
The Role of the Discussion Leader

Beginning Conversations

Setting Ground Rules

Keeping the Conversation Going

Challenges Discussion Leaders May Face
Closing a Conversation



http://www.abanet.org/publiced/amcon/schools/home.html

Concluding the Conversation

Following up
Keeping the Conversation Alive
Evaluating the Conversation Experience




FORMING A DIVERSE PLANNING GROUP

The effort that goes into planning the conversation determines its success.
A diverse planning group is essential. Diverse people bring a diverse set of
experiences, understandings, and perspectives to the conversation. The
group will then be in the best position to develop a program that appeals to
the variety of people who will participate and to find appropriate
discussion leaders.

For assistance in putting together such a planning group, you might want
to look to organizations in your community that represent various
religious, racia, ethnic, and cultural groups. They will probably be pleased
to ask some of their members to join the group, whether or not any of the
organizations are cosponsoring the conversations.

The planning group has these major functions:

identifying existing groups as conversation partners
selecting discussion leaders,

determining the content—(topics, starters, resources),
choosing a conversation format,

working out logistics,

identifying participants, and

inviting participants.




PARTNERING WITH EXISTING GROUPSTO HOLD
CONVERSATIONS

There are alot of advantages to partnering with existing groups and
ingtitutions to conduct your conversation. Organizations in your
community often have the experience and structure to handle the many
details involved. Also, they offer a built-in audience, and an established
network for getting the word out and attracting even more people.

The range of potential groupsisvast. Severa possibilities are noted
below. It may be particularly fruitful to partner with two or more
organizations or institutions, representing people with different interests or
backgrounds. Thiswill ensure the range of opinions, insights and points
of view that will produce arich discussion.

Consider involving the following:

advocacy groups,

book clubs;

colleges and universities;
employers,

ethnic clubs;

farm, business, and professional associations,
law firms;

libraries,

neighborhood groups,
newcomers clubs;

PTAS,

religious groups,

service organizations,

social clubs;

unions; and

youth and community centers.

Among the many benefits of holding your conversation with support from
these existing programs are:

Ready-made programs. A community group may have an existing
program that is just right for your conversation. Many libraries sponsor
regular discussion groups, for example.

Help with publicity. Most organizations have newsletters and other
ways of staying in touch with members. Many have websites. Many
have established relationships with media outlets, and people on staff
who can help with press releases, media alerts, and the like.



Help with logistics. Community groups may have access to convenient
meeting spaces that they could make available for your conversation
free of charge. They may have video and audio equipment, in case you
want to tape the proceedings to make them available to a wider
audience.

Help with venues. Loca high schools, colleges, universities, libraries,
and museums might provide you with a place for your conversation.

Help with discussion leaders and experts: the local schools and
institutions listed above might help you find teachers, curators, or
other people for your discussion leaders and experts. They might also
be able to find readings, books or objects of interest to enrich the
conversation.

Help with funding and other support. Y our conversation program need
not cost much, but there may be expenses. Y ou might seek funding or
other support — such as for printing announcements — from local
businesses, radio and TV stations, newspapers, organizations, and
philanthropic foundations.

SETTING UP CONVERSATIONSON YOUR OWN

What if you don’t want to use existing organizations or ingtitutions to
SpoNSsor your conversation project, or can't find one? Anyone can organize
aconversation, and conversations can be held just about anyplace,
including private homes.

A conversation might smply be an informal gathering of neighbors at
someone’ s house or a community center. Or maybe people from two or
three faith or community groups might come together to discuss issues.

It is probably a good idea, even if you are not partnering with another
organization, to put together an informal planning group_to get the benefit
of arange of ideas and help in planning and carrying out the conversation.

CONSIDERATIONSIF YOU USE “ EXPERTS’

Program planners should consider inviting experts in specific fields to
participate in the conversation for a particular session or to sitinas a
participant at al the discussions. Among the experts who might be
considered are lawyers, judges, law professors and other legal scholars;
historians; sociologists; cultural studies scholars; philosophers; literature
teachers; and political scientists.



The expert is there as a resource to spark discussion, to provide
background information if it is needed and to help maintain the focus of
the discussion. It is aso important for the discussion leader to use experts
to inform and support the conversation, rather than as a source for the
“right” answer. The discussion should invite arange of perspectives and
opinions among conversation participants. Experts should be briefed

on their role prior to their participation.

SELECTING DISCUSSION LEADERS

An important job for the planning group is choosing a discussion leader
for the conversation. The discussion leader is not necessarily the most
knowledgeable person on the subject. Nor do they need formal training in
leading a conversation, although such training may be helpful. What the
leader must have, however, is the ability to remain neutral and create an
atmosphere conducive to learning and the free exchange of ideas. The
discussion leader also needs to be a catalyst who will spark discussion,
keep it moving, and help people share and see different viewpoints.

If the planning group intends to invite more than fifteen participants to the
conversation or if there is a possibility that the conversation will draw a
larger than expected audience, the group might consider having additional
discussion leaders on hand at the first session.

DETERMINING THE CONVERSATION TOPIC

One of the most important tasks for the planning group is the selection of
the conversation topic. The planning group may wish to invite the
discussion leader or local expertsto help make this decision and to
collaborate in shaping the conversation content.

A critical consideration should be the interests of the participants. For
example, there may be local issues that provide context for the discussion.
Conversation partners may also suggest whether materials should be
provided in preparation for the discussion or smply provided as
participants arrive at the discussion or presented during the discussion as
part of theinitial presentation. Whatever the group decides, these
materials should be short and speak directly to the conversation content.

Newspaper op-ed pages, |etters to editors, poems, and stories might be
used as starters or additional resources. Don't hesitate to adapt or use only
apart of a suggested conversation starter, article, or key document if that
will best suit your needs.



To help you get started, go to the topics, conversation starters and
resources provided on the web site. You may wish to use one or more of
these suggested starters for each conversation or select ones on your own.

The topics provide an overview of important issues upon which to build
the conversation. The conversation starters are brief, accessible and
provocative ways to jump start your conversation and provide participants
with a common starting place. The resources include background
materials, selected readings and key documents.

CHOOSING A CONVERSATION FORMAT

Together with the discussion leader, the planning group should decide
how the conversation will be organized. Will the conversation begin with
apanel, avideo presentation, or areading? Will the group deal with one
or several topics? Will the conversation group remain as one or break into
smaller discussion groups? Will the conversation group meet only once or
will they have multiple sessions?

Experienced planners of public programs recommend meeting a minimum
of three times, separated by at least a week. For example, Session 1 might
include an introduction to the topic, anticipated scope and format of the
conversation. Session 2 might raise more issues of controversy. Session 3
might be used to bring closure to the conversation and serve as a wrap up.
Each session should be rich in substance and offer the opportunity for
engaged participation. The number of sessions planned will be determined
by the topic and the audience.

The planning group must also determine how long each session should
last. About an hour and a half is considered a good length for a productive
discussion. The meeting should not go longer than planned without the
consent of all present. Extending the time disadvantages those who have
less flexible schedules.

Plans should include an opportunity for participants to introduce
themselves, set ground rules, and become comfortable with sharing their
opinions with each other.

Many experts recommend that the most workable number of people for a
conversation is between twelve and fifteen, with no fewer than five nor
more than thirty. This group size opens the way to sufficient diversity of
opinion, and still gives everyone the chance to have avoice in the
conversation. For larger groups, you might provide opportunities for
dividing into smaller groups to ensure that al participants are heard and
encouraged to fully engage in the discussion.



WORKING OUT THE LOGISTICS

The planning group will have to decide the time and place for the
conversation, basing decisions on the needs of the participants.

The setting should encourage an engaged and robust interaction among the
participants. Below are afew items for the planning group to consider:

The site should be conveniently located, with convenient and sufficient
parking. In fact, the planners might consider having sessions at
different locations. For example, different partner might play host, or
participants might get together in each other’s homes.

The site should be accessible to people with disabilities.

The room should be a comfortable size and temperature (not too hot or
too cold)

Chairs should be comfortable and placed so that participants are able
to sit facing each other; round tables or chairsin acircle work well.

Providing name tags to wear or tent signs to place on the table helps
eliminate the awkwardness and quickly familiarize participants with
one another's names.

Tablets and pencils are good to have on hand for participants who
may wish to take notes or jot down ideas for later response.

Although not essential, the following items may assist participants with
specia needs.

Making arrangements for on-site child care.

Arranging for special assistance to maximize the input of participants
with impairments. For example, a signer might be provided for
participants with hearing impairments.

In addition, serving simple refreshmentsis a good way to put participants
into a relaxed and sharing frame of mind.

One participant should serve as reporter (or in the case of multiple groups,
each group should have a reporter). The reporter’ s notes can provide
information for immediate feedback and serve as a permanent record of
the conversation. When participants regroup at the end of session to share
what they have learned, the reporter’s notes can help each discussion



leader report to the group as a whole.
LOGISTICSFOR LARGER GROUPS

What happens if more people than expected want to participate in the
conversation? They might even show up at the door unexpectedly! You'll
want to be ready just in case. No one should be turned away on the basis
of too large a turnout.

If there are more than fifteen participants, separate them into smaller
groups. To foster diversity in small groupings, you might want participants
to count off, 1, 2, 3, 1, 2, 3, etc. or color code name tags.

Each group could discuss a different aspect of an issue, or al the groups
could deal with the same question. All groups should have a discussion
leader and reporter. Members of the planning group might serve as
discussion leaders for the additional small groups, or each small group can
select its own discussion leader from among its participants.

IDENTIFYING PARTICIPANTS

One of the most important tasks of the planning group is to identify
prospective participants. There are many ways to assemble groups whose
conversations will be lively and rich.

For example, excellent sources for participants are existing book clubs,
discussion groups, salons, circles, etc., at schools or in the larger
community. Civic organizations or faith groups are also productive
SOurces.

Additionally, the placement of notices in community newspapers and the
newsletters of community organizations may also be useful. Radio and TV
stations might also give free time to public service announcements.
Notices should include a phone number so that people can cal to get
more information and sign up.

Participants should reflect the diversity of your community. Diverse
people bring a diverse set of experiences, understandings, and perspectives
to the conversation. In addition to race, ethnicity, or religion, diversity is
also reflected by people of different ages, political affiliations,
socioeconomic levels, professions, or neighborhoods.

INVITING PARTICIPANTS
However people first hear about the conversation, personal contact is

important. If possible, participants should receive a written invitation.
The contents should be brief: an outline of what to expect, topics to be



discussed, location and directions on how to get there, and a copy of a
starter or reading designed to set the tone of the conversation. Invitations
should aso include a response card or information on how to sign up
electronically or by telephone.

Some people will be wary of joining a conversation and speaking openly
before strangers; others may be concerned that controversial topics will result
in antagonism. Personal assurances can allay these fears.

Most people will appreciate an honest effort to create an open, relaxed
atmosphere where everyone's views are respected. When talking to
potentia participants, be sure to tell them your goal for the conversation.
Make sure everyone knows that these are not “bull sessions,” but serious
discussions, based on thoughtful self-examination of one’s attitudes and
beliefs, and awillingness to learn from others.

Be sure you alow enough time to find participants. Place notices and send
invitations about a month before the date of the conversation. It'salso a
good idea to send out follow-up letters or e-mail one to two weeks before.
the session.

THE ROLE OF THE DISCUSSION LEADER

There is no more important participant in a discussion than the person
leading it. Thisrole can be both challenging and rewarding. The
discussion leader is the key to an open and productive conversation,
enabling people to explore ideas and thoughts and seek common ground
and understanding.

Here are afew suggestions for bringing out arange of opinions, exploring
the topic thoroughly, and encouraging arich and lively discussion. If you
are selected as the discussion leader, remember that a good leader

= serves as afacilitator rather than alecturer,

* remainsimpartial, shows respect for all opinions, and does not use the
position to influence the outcome of the discussion,

» creates opportunities for everyone to speak,

» helps participants look for common ground, but avoids pushing for a
CoNnsensus,

» keeps the conversation moving and on track by occasionally

summarizing points, and bringing the discussion back to the topic if it
wanders unproductively,
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» raisesviews that have not been considered by the group,
= asksquestions that challenge old assumptions,

» deals effectively with any problems that arise and, if aground ruleis
broken, asks the group to help re-establish the rules, and

» helpsintegrate outside experts into the conversation, so that their
valuable knowledge contributes to the richness of the exchange of
ideas but does not dominate the conversation.

BEGINNING THE CONVERSATION

Beginning the conversation can often be the most difficult aspect of a
discussion. Planners should make certain that the discussion leader knows
how many people will participate, has been briefed on the physical layout
of the site, the seating arrangement, and any equipment available. The
discussion leader should aso be familiar with the conversation starters and
resources that may be used (including the suggestions in how to use
conversation starters featured on the website), have questions ready to
stimulate and facilitate discussion, and be prepared to troubleshoot
concerns that may arise.

To begin, amember of the planning group should welcome participants
and provide an overview of the plans for the conversation. This may
include the number of sessions planned, and readings or other preparation
expected of the participants. Thisis aso a good opportunity to introduce
the planning group and/or the partner organizations. Finally, the planner
should introduce the discussion leader to the participants. This
introduction should include a brief biographical sketch.

The discussion leader should open the conversation by welcome the
participants and facilitating a brief exercise to introduce participants to one
another. This should be followed by a brief review of the ground rules for
interactions throughout the conversation. Most importantly, the discussion
leader must establish a comfortable atmosphere in which people are
willing to share their thoughts.

The conversation should be launched by a conversation starter. If text, it
might be distributed to people as they arrive. The starter should be brief
so that it can be easily read before the discussion starts.

SETTING GROUND RULES

Ground rules will help keep the conversation on track. Although it will be
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time consuming, some groups will want to collaborate with participants in
establishing the ground rules. Rules are then posted on a large sheet of
paper, remaining visible during the sessions.  Alternatively, the planning
group may develop the ground rules, provide them in writing to the
participants and review and clarify them at the beginning of the session.

Here are some suggested ground rules:

Participants will make every effort to attend scheduled sessionsin a
timely way.

Participants will be engaged listeners and contributing speakers.
Participants will show respect for the views expressed by others.

Although a frank exchange of conflicting views is encouraged,
participants should be careful not to become argumentative or
dogmatic in the expression of their point of view.

Participants understand that their comments should be brief. No one
will monopolize the conversation. The discussion leader will ensure
that all who wish to speak have a chance to express their views.

Comments will be directed to the group as a whole rather than to the
discussion leader or another individual.

Disagreements will not become personal; name-calling and shouting
are not acceptable.

Participants will not interrupt when others are expressing their views.
If needed, the group can establish a mechanism (e.g., raising hands)
to enable everyone to speak or respond to someone else’ s comments.

Participants will commit to and take responsibility for following the
ground rules.

K EEPING THE CONVERSATION GOING

Each conversation will create its own dynamic. It isimportant that the
discussion leader be aware of the opportunities to probe or extend
discussion of a particularly stimulating topic, or to alternative topics
directions when that is not the case.

Here are some general questions that might help keep the ball rolling once
you've started. Fed free to adapt them to the particular topics and



dynamics of your conversation.

What are the advantages and disadvantages of looking at the issue that
way?

What seems to be the key issue here?

Would someone like to give another view?

What other aspects of the issue should we be aware of ?

What do you find convincing about that viewpoint?

Has anyone had a persona experience in dealing with this issue?
What do you think people who hold that opinion care deeply about?
Are there any points on which most of us would agree?

Could you tel us the reasons behind your opinion?

As the participants become more comfortable, the discussion leader might
ask them to share personal experiences. Make sure, however, that personal
stories are on point with the topic and issues being discussed.

Challenges Discussion L eadersMay Face

If Discussion Falters...

Discussion leaders should make every effort to encourage participants to
express their ideas and viewpoints. When people are from different
backgrounds it is especially important that all feel free to say what they
think and to respond to the views of others.

If a Few People Dominate...

If one or two people want to do al the talking, try to involve othersin the
discussion. Below are suggested comments/questions to assist in moving
the discussion forward.

That’s agood point, and | see that someone else wants to respond to it.

We' ve heard opinions from one perspective. Who would like to
express another view?

If the Discussion Wanders...

Discussion groups often get sidetracked or wander off the subject into side
issues or closely related topics. If this goes on for too long, the discussion
leader might try to get the discussion back on track by making comments
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such as, “1 wonder how this relates to our mgjor concern?’ or “That's
interesting, but | think we need to get back to our main focus.”

Handling Factual Errors...

Sometimes a participant might offer something as fact that you know or
strongly believeisin error. As afacilitator, it is best not to directly
contradict the participant. That does not mean an error should go
unchallenged. If experts are participating in the conversation, ask them to
comment. Or ask participants to comment on the fact or issue in question.
If there are more sessions scheduled, suggest that participants do some
research on the subject before the next session.

Managing Heated Discussions...

In the event of a dispute or heated discussion, the discussion leader should
respectfully remind participants that all points of view are to be accepted
regardless of whether or not they agree with their own. A respectful
reminder of the ground rules may also be appropriate. Under no
circumstances should the discussion leader take sides. After providing
respectful reminders, return to the questions noted above in the section “if
afew people dominate...”

CLOSING A CONVERSATION

Bring each conversation to a close within the specified time announced,
but give a fifteen-minute warning as a session draws to a close to allow
time for summarizing what has transpired. Small groups may be asked to
provide 3 or 4 mgor points raised in the conversation. Individuals may be
asked share beliefs or attitudes that were reinforced or changed as a result
of the conversation. Or participants may be asked to comment on the
efficacy or impact of the conversation for them. Although it is not
Necessary that the group come to any formal conclusion at the end of each
session, the feedback may help the discussion leader in shaping further
Sessions.

CONCLUDING THE CONVERSATION

Even though a thought-provoking dialogue is, in itself, a good outcome of
any conversation, participants may want a sense of closure to the
discussion. It may be sufficient to remind them that the group has reached
its goa of delving into complex, perhaps controversial issues, and
learning about the thoughts, feelings, and values of a number of people
from different backgrounds. Below are a few suggestions for a

capstone activity.

Have participants share with others what they’ ve learned from the
conversation or how their views have changed or been broadened.
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Challenge participants to identify areas of common ground.

Allow time for participants to evaluate the conversation by filling out
an evaluation form.
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KEEPING THE CONVERSATION ALIVE

The planned conversation sessions may have come to a close, but further
sharing need not stop there. Here are some ways to keep the conversation
aive.

Produce a report or reading list for further exploration of the topic.

Seek awider audience for the conversation(s) through the media. The
planners may offer to find three to five participants to hold “mini-
conversations' on local radio or television. This would convey some of
the richness of the discussion to awider audience, and perhaps
stimulate further conversations in the community. If there are audio or
videotapes of the conversations, they might be shared through local
radio programming or cable-access TV. With the permission of
participants, local media might be invited to cover conversations. At
the very least, the planning committee should write an op ed or press
release detailing the highlights of the discussion.

Plan another conversation to reach a new audience.

Plan another conversation with the same participants so they can
explore different issues.

Encourage participants to write about the conversation in a letter to the

editor of the local newspaper or for opinion pages in other
publications.

Mount an exhibit of the memorabilia and other items participants have
contributed to the conversation.

Create a listserve or use another means of electronic communication to
encourage individuals in the group to keep in touch with each other;
this will allow them to continue sharing information and ideas in
informal conversations.

EVALUATING THE CONVERSATION EXPERIENCE

Evaluating the conversation will be the final task of the planning group.
The evaluation results will help planners to assess the success of the
conversation for individual participants. It is recommended that the
evaluation take place on two levels — participants and discussion leaders.
Understanding the perceptions of both groups will help to refine and
improve future conversation efforts.
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SAMPLE PARTICIPANTS' EVALUATION

Please download this brief questionnaire or use it to tailor a questionnaire
for the special needs/circumstances of the sponsored conversation.

Overall, what was your reaction to the conversation(s) you attended?

What was the topic of the conversation?

Woas the content of the conversation focused? Helpful ?

What conversation starter(s) launched the discussion?

Did the conversation starter help to focus the discussion?

How many times did your group meet?

How many of the sessions did you attend?

Where did you hold the conversation(s) (e.g., homes, community

centers)?

Did your discussion leader help elucidate issues, keep the dialogue
open?

What qualities of the discussion leader were most important to the
conversations?
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Did your conversation(s) use any experts? If so, did you find them
helpful? Why or why not?

Were you satisfied with the diversity of your group? Why or why not?

Did you think the conversation(s) focused on appropriate and useful
topics?

What were the important points/issues/ideas raised in the
conversation(s)?

What was most worthwhile in your conversation(s)?

If you had to do it over again, what would you change?

Optional:
Name:

Name of conversation series:

Held where and when:

Y our e-mail address:

Telephone:

THANK YOU
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PLANNERS'/D1SCUSSION L EADERS’ REPORT TO THE ABA

Please take a moment to download and fill out the following brief
questionnaire. The information will help us refine and improve this
ongoing program. Please fedl free to attach some representative
participants evaluations as well.

Person to contact (principal organizer):

Sponsoring organization (if any):

Address:

Telephone:

PARTICIPANTS

How many people participated?

How many times did you meet?

Where did you hold the conversation(s) (e.g., homes, community centers)?

What qualities did you look for in your discussion |eaders?

Did you use any experts? If so, what was their background?

Woas your group diverse? How did you encourage diversity?

CONTENT

What topics or issues did you focus on?

What conversation starters did you use?
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Did you find them useful ?

What resources did you use either from the website or from other sources?

What did people talk about most?

What were the areas of agreement?

What were the areas of disagreement?

If there were any memorable moments or statements from the participants,
please note them -- or give the main points — here.

RESULTS

What was most worthwhile in your conversation?

If you had to do it over again, what would you change?

Will there be any follow-up to your conversation (e.q., newspaper articles,
other discussions, radio interviews, photo exhibits)?
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Attach an extra sheet if you wish.

Return to the ABA Division for Public Education at

abapubed @staff.abanet.org, Or mail to Mail Stop 15.3, 541 North Fairbanks
Court, Chicago, IL 60611-3314, or fax to 312/988-5494.

THANK YOU.
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Are the amenities (telephone, restrooms, etc.) of the location known to
planners and discussion |eaders?

Have water and other refreshments been provided?

FOLLOW UP
Has a plan to keep the conversation going been established?

Have participant evaluations been distributed? Collected?

Has a conversation report been forwarded to the American Bar
Association?
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